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Chapter 1: Introduction — Communist 
Czechoslovakia in Historical 
Perspective 


In the summer of 1958 a young working-class lad from Liverpool went 
with his communist parents to visit the World Fair in Brussels. There, 
they were captivated by the award-winning Czechoslovak pavilion with 
its vibrant displays of glass, china, textiles and furniture designed in a 
remarkably contemporary avant-garde style, while ‘retaining a subtle 
socialist sensibility’. It seemed to them that Czechoslovakia must be a 
country that ‘combined the humane rationalism of the Soviet system 
with a lyrical, magical spirit all its own’. Only years later did the boy, 
Alexei Sayle, who was to become a famous comedian, realise that 
‘most of the items in the Czech pavilion...were only prototypes that 
were never actually produced’.' When I read Sayle's funny, yet poign- 
ant, memoirs, it struck me that this vignette serves as an apt meta- 
phor for the dashed hopes, dreams and illusions of a new ‘socialist 
modernity’ and ‘socialist person’, which in many ways encapsulate the 
essence of communist Czechoslovakia. His reminiscences also hint at 
an enduring dilemma for the historian: how to tame the mixed bless- 
ing of historical hindsight by at least attempting to capture the ‘spirit 
of the times’. That is, how to strive towards an ‘objective’ account 
of post-war Czechoslovakia without succumbing entirely to the tel- 
eology that the communist experiment in Eastern Europe stagnated 
and irrevocably collapsed with startling rapidity in the autumn of 
1989. As such, I do not wish to write yet another ‘communism was 
awful’ book. We all know that, or think we do. I lived in ‘normalised’ 
Czechoslovakia for over two years in the 1980s as a postgraduate stu- 
dent and saw with my own eyes the depredations of that regime, and 
its negative features should never be ignored or attenuated. 
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I am just as interested, however, in what motivated a young Czech 
worker-believer to join the Communist Party in the early 1950s, later 
enrol in the People's Militia and in this capacity defend his local radio 
station against the Soviet occupiers in August 1968, to remain in the 
party during the dark years of ‘normalisation’, though becoming 
increasingly disillusioned, and end up more or less welcoming the 
tearing down of the Berlin Wall in November 1989.* This is, I suspect, 
the life cycle of numerous working-class Czechs and Slovaks in the 
second half of the twentieth century and it needs to be explained. 
Hence, this book is not only about the murky high politics of the 
‘system’ and its undoubted malign attributes, but also about why 
communism in Czechoslovakia attracted at times substantial levels 
of support, lasted with relatively scant overt opposition for over 40 
years, and how Czech and Slovak citizens adapted to the regime and 
lived their everyday lives under ‘state socialism".* I will start by way of 
historical context with a survey of Czechoslovakia in the first half of 
the twentieth century and of the early years of the Communist Party 
of Czechoslovakia. The main goal here is to familiarise readers with 
the often turbulent events — underlying themes, issues and interpreta- 
tions will be discussed later in the chapter. 


Historical Background: Czechoslovakia, 1918—45 


In the twentieth century, Czechs and Slovaks were subject to 
repeated buffetings by foreign powers, ideologically driven transfor- 
mations and internal upheaval: from semi-constitutional Austrian 
and Hungarian monarchical rule as part of the vast Habsburg Empire 
from 1867 to 1918 to the democratic independent First Republic of 
the interwar period; from the humiliation of the Munich agreement, 
the dismemberment of the state and a short-lived authoritarian 
Second Republic to the horrors of the subsequent Nazi Protectorate 
and collaborationist Slovak state during World War II; and finally 
from the ‘totalitarian’ communist dictatorship of 1948-89, via the 
brief regeneration of the Prague Spring crushed in August 1968 by 
Soviet tanks, to the anti-communist ‘Velvet Revolution’ of late 1989 
and the subsequent transition to capitalist democracies in the Czech 
and Slovak republics from 1993 to the present. It is clear from this 
briefest of overviews that the Czechs and Slovaks have rarely been 
masters in their own house. Indeed, they have rarely been assured 
of their existence as a ‘nation’ and of their geopolitical space, as 
evidenced in the opening line of the Czech national anthem: ‘Where 
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is my homeland?’ (Kde domov můj?) At many conjunctures in their 
modern history Czech and Slovaks have had to live with the palpable 
knowledge that their precarious national identity and state were 
under existential threat, or at least might be subjugated by foreign 
aggressors. In these circumstances it is not surprising that a power- 
ful and enduring national, or more accurately Czech, myth evolved, 
embraced not only by the majority of Czechs and some Slovaks, but 
also by many sympathetic outsiders. The essence of the myth is best 
summarised by Andrea Orzoff: 


Under Habsburg rule, the innately democratic, peace-loving, toler- 
ant Czechs were viciously repressed by bellicose, authoritarian, 
reactionary Austrians, under whose regime the Czech language 
and national consciousness almost died out...After 1918... 
Czechoslovakia made itself an island of democratic values, ration- 
alism, and fair mindedness amid a Europe falling quickly into 
the thrall of authoritarianism and fascism...After 1938, the myth 
shifted to depict Czechs...as victims — of geography, the perfidy of 
the West, and internal fifth columns. The first betrayal, at Munich 
in 1938, was by Czechoslovakia’s Western allies and creators France 
and Great Britain, who essentially handed the country to the 
Nazis... The second betrayal followed in 1948 at the hands of the 
Soviet Union...and a handful of ruthless, Stalinized Czechoslovak 
Communists and their fellow travelers. Czechoslovakia then disap- 
peared behind the Iron Curtain, forgotten by the West, save when 
Czechoslovak attempts to reform Communism failed in 1968 and 
Soviet-bloc tanks rolled into Prague.* 


The cornerstone of this myth is the interwar First Republic (1918-38) 
with its multi-party democracy, vibrant civil society and pluralist cul- 
tural forms overseen by the great humanitarian ‘President-Liberator’, 
Tomas Garrigue Masaryk, a figure still today revered by most Czechs. 

The First Republic was declared by euphoric politicians in Prague 
on 28 October 1918, just two weeks before the end of World War I. 
It was created out of the ruins of the defeated Habsburg Empire 
partly because of the nationalist strivings of the Czechs and Slovaks 
themselves and partly because the victorious Western powers, Britain, 
France and the USA, wished to establish a physical buffer zone in 
Central and Eastern Europe between the Bolshevik ‘devil’ in the 
east and the democratic ‘free world’, as it became known in the 
West. Hence, the Allied governments extended official international 
recognition to the new country at the Paris Peace Conference in 


4 COMMUNIST CZECHOSLOVAKIA, 1945-89 


the summer of 1919. A Czechoslovak state, as an independent and 
unified entity had never previously existed. Ever since 1526 the 
Czech lands (Bohemia, Moravia and Silesia) had been part of the 
Austrian Habsburg Empire which dominated huge swathes of central 
and south-eastern Europe. This subjugation was confirmed by the 
Czechs’ humiliating defeat at the Battle of the White Mountain in 
1620. The Slovak lands to the east had been under Hungarian suze- 
rainty for almost a millennium and had suffered a strict campaign of 
‘Magyarisation’ in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
Despite these geopolitical differences, the Czechs and Slovaks spoke 
related Slavic languages, their elites generally regarded themselves to 
be closer to ‘European’ culture than their more easterly Russian and 
Ukrainian Slavic neighbours, and their Christianity was Catholic (like 
the Poles) or Protestant rather than Orthodox. 

In the last decades of Habsburg rule, Bohemia, Moravia and 
Silesia were among the most industrialised and urbanised regions of 
the monarchy and a modern differentiated class system was in the 
making. A strong Czech national identity was gradually constructed 
in the course of the nineteenth century and a powerful national- 
ist movement with distinct anti-German overtones emerged led by 
intellectual elites — writers, journalists, academics, ethnographers — 
who were widely regarded as the ‘conscience of the nation’, a label 
that accompanied them throughout the twentieth century.” Socialist 
political, trade union and cooperative organisations, often heav- 
ily influenced by Marxist theory, were also created and it is fair to 
say that a pronounced strand of egalitarianism ran through Czech 
society, in part as a result of the destruction of the indigenous aris- 
tocracy by the Austrian authorities. The Habsburgs also bequeathed 
a certain bureaucratic mentality in state and local administration. By 
contrast, Slovakia remained socially and economically more agrarian, 
the Catholic Church was more influential and popular nationalism 
was relatively under-developed, although anti-Magyar sentiment was 
widespread. From the 1870s onwards, the Czechs created an embry- 
onic multi-party and ideologically broad-ranging political framework 
and by the 1900s all parties participated in Austrian elections and 
virtually all Czech politicians were committed to constitutional forms 
of government. One of these leaders, Masaryk, was to play a singular 
role in twentieth-century Czechoslovak history. A respected profes- 
sor of philosophy at Prague's acclaimed Charles University, Masaryk 
came to embody Czech, but less so Slovak, aspirations for national 
independence, pluralist democracy and social justice. He became 
President of the First Republic in November 1918 and remained in 
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this post until 1935 when he was replaced by his protégé, Edvard 
Beneš, who, it is argued, carried on Masaryk's pioneering work into 
the tempestuous late 1930s and 1940s. In the opinion of many schol- 
ars writing in the Cold War era, this consensual and tolerant Czech 
political culture espoused by progressive elites, when combined with 
economic and social modernisation, laid the foundations for the effi- 
cient functioning of a liberal democratic system after 1918. 

The First Republic, therefore, was conventionally regarded as a 
haven of national progress, a veritable “island of democracy' in the 
middle of an angry totalitarian sea. Although this interpretation has 
been challenged by many scholars in recent decades and is now widely 
disputed, plenty of persuasive evidence was garnered in support of 
the ‘traditional’ view. While the other interwar successor states in 
Central and Eastern Europe moved increasingly towards right-wing 
authoritarianism, Masaryk oversaw a democratically constituted state. 
That is, the Constitution, modelled on the French and American 
presidential systems and ratified in February 1920, formally provided 
for a bicameral parliament (Senate and Chamber of Deputies) based 
on multi-party elections with universal male and female suffrage. 
The mainstream governing parties were the Czechoslovak Social 
Democrats, a non-revolutionary formally Marxist working-class party; 
the Agrarians, a centre-right party which drew most support from 
small and medium farmers; the National Socialist Party, definitely 
not to be confused with its German namesake as it was a moderate 
leftist, but also Czech nationalist, party; the National Democrats, 
a right-wing grouping of industrialists and entrepreneurs; and the 
People’s Party, which represented largely the Catholic population 
of the country. On the political margins, there was the Communist 
Party on the far left and by the mid-1920s neo-fascist groupings on 
the far right, and only in extreme circumstances was the legality of 
these organisations threatened. Parliamentary elections were held 
regularly and because none of the many parties could command an 
overall majority, all interwar Czechoslovak governments were broad 
coalitions, occasionally spanning the left-right ideological divide, 
although increasingly dominated by the Agrarians who, not alone in 
the troubled 1930s, moved increasingly to the right. 

The First Republic also met democratic criteria in terms of civil 
rights, freedom of the press, association and assembly and, crucially, 
in terms of an independent judiciary. Women’s equality, a prob- 
lematic and contested issue, was legally enshrined, though rarely 
implemented in practice. Cultural life was pluralistic and diverse 
with a flourishing modernist avant-garde community: Prague was the 
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city of Kafka, Čapek, Mucha and Teige. Leftist and even communist 
trends contributed to this vibrant atmosphere in the arts, architecture 
and design. Czechoslovakia became the political refuge of anti-Nazi 
German leftists in the 1930s, notably the outlawed Social Democrats. 
At many levels, then, the First Republic was a functioning civil soci- 
ety based on the notions of consensus, compromise, tolerance and 
‘progressive’ thinking. And these noble attitudes extended to the 
social sphere. A far-reaching land reform was undertaken which 
expropriated the aristocratic estates, most of which were in non- 
Czech hands, and redistributed them to a large number of Czech 
and Slovak smallholders. Labour legislation was among the most 
progressive in the world. The early Social Democratic led coalition 
governments legalised the eight-hour working day, provided unem- 
ployment, sickness, invalidity and pension benefits for employees, 
and, most controversially, introduced laws recognising the exist- 
ence of powerful works councils in the mining industry and works 
committees in all other factories and enterprises employing over 
30 people. These innovations went some way in assuaging worker 
demands and in easing the undoubted class tensions, epitomised by 
the General Strike of December 1920, that threatened the stability of 
the new republic in the years 1918-21. Despite initial difficulties, the 
predominantly capitalist economy was one of the most developed and 
successful in the region, products such as armaments, glass and shoes 
enjoying a healthy international reputation. 

As for the thorniest issue in interwar Czechoslovak politics 
and society — the nationalities question — here again it was often 
maintained that the First Republic adopted liberal attitudes and 
policies and in comparison to neighbouring states treated its ethnic 
minorities with more than a modicum of respect and understand- 
ing. The republic was a multi-national entity ruled as a nation-state. 
According to the 1921 census, out of a total population of approxi- 
mately 13.4 million, there were over 8.7 million Czechs and Slovaks, 
3.1 million Germans, around 750,000 Hungarians, 460,000 Ruthenes 
and Ukrainians, 180,000 Jews, 76,000 Poles and 26,000 ‘others’.® 
Given the historical enmities and mutual suspicions, this ethnic 
patchwork made it difficult to govern the country, to say the least. 
Nevertheless, in an atmosphere of inflamed passions, the provisional 
parliament ratified the Language Law of February 1920, which 
permitted national minorities to use their own language in civic 
communication in districts where they comprised 20 per cent or 
more of the population. Ethnic Germans, for example, had their 
own schools, universities, press, theatres and other institutions and 
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moderate German political parties had ministers in several interwar 
Czechoslovak cabinets beginning in 1926. Even in the crisis years of 
the 1930s, the Czechoslovak state was prepared to make concessions 
to German sensibilities. As for the Slovaks, they were officially 
regarded as part of the single ‘Czechoslovak’ nation that comprised 
the ‘state-forming’ element of the new state. Because Slovakia was 
less economically and socially developed than the Czech lands, many 
Czech administrators, teachers and doctors went to work in Slovakia, 
and defenders of the republic argue that economic, social, cultural 
and educational levels were raised in Slovakia in the 1920s and 1930s 
and that the centralised government in Prague helped to modernise 
the eastern half of the country. 

If we scratch a bit deeper below the surface, however, this rosy 
picture becomes more contradictory. We could indeed construct a 
radically different interpretation of the First Republic, noting that 
several of its imperfections were to have long-lasting repercussions. 
In the political sphere, parliamentary democracy was undermined by 
two extra-constitutional institutions — the Pětka (the ‘Five’) and the 
Hrad (the ‘Castle’). The former was in effect an unaccountable oligar- 
chy of the leaders of the five main political parties, who hammered 
out policy, set an agreed common agenda for parliament, ensuring 
passage of key legislation, and protected each party’s control over 
‘their’ ministries and resources. It was, then, a kind of behind-the- 
scenes unofficial cabinet, which certainly found no provision in the 
Czechoslovak Constitution. The Hrad, created by Masaryk and Benes 
and often in conflict with the Pětka, was an ‘informal but extremely 
powerful nexus of institutions and allies’, notably ‘a coterie of liter- 
ary intellectuals’ and propagandists, who enabled the two leaders to 
‘affect the political process from outside the halls of Parliament." 
Other somewhat dubious bodies were Masaryk’s Chancellery of the 
President of the Republic, from whose ranks he regularly appointed 
ministers, and his ‘extensive intelligence services’ which kept the 
President and Castle ‘well informed about all activities in the politi- 
cal parties’ and as such ‘had to have a corrupting impact on the 
political culture of the country’ while also indicating the President- 
Liberator’s ‘low interest in or respect for the formal and legal aspects 
of democracy’. Similarly, Masaryk’s very philosophy of democracy 
has been criticised as paternalistic and suspicious not just of elected 
parliamentarians, of whom he had a rather negative opinion, but of 
the pivotal notion of popular participation and involvement.? He was, 
for some non-Czechs, not far removed from an enlightened despot 
surrounded by a potentially damaging cult-like aura. 
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It would also be premature to assume that gender and class tensions 
were spirited away in the progressive social and labour legislation of 
the early 1920s. Women may have officially gained citizenship and 
equal rights, but their active role in society and in the workplace 
appeared to imperil traditional values, the stability of the family and 
the ‘national home’. As such ‘politicians and the public eventually 
moved to curtail [women’s rights], not caring that doing so might 
go against both the laws and ideals of their democratic movement .? 
Similarly, the threat of political extremism, on both the far left and 
far right, stretched the democratic credentials of the new state. 
Communism established firm indigenous roots in many parts of the 
country, including poor rural Sub-Carpathian Ruthenia. There were 
violent clashes between police and strikers in the early post-war years, 
and the Great Depression hit German industries and Slovak and 
Ruthenian agriculture particularly hard from 1930 onwards, resulting 
in very high levels of unemployment, poverty and subsequent intense 
social conflict. The Prague authorities were not above a repressive 
response. In 1923, after the assassination of the Minister of Finance, 
the Law for the Protection of the Republic was introduced and 
broadly applied restricting inter alia the democratic freedoms of asso- 
ciation and of the press. It was bitterly opposed by the Slovak nation- 
alists, communists and all minority parties, but became a relatively 
common feature of everyday political struggle, used against fascist 
insurgents, German ‘nationalists’ and in the frequent censorship of 
communist newspapers. Other anti-extremist legislation followed in 
the 1930s.'° Neither did the land reform prevent fierce accusations 
from ethnic Germans and Magyars that it was designed to weaken the 
socio-economic position of the national minorities and strengthen 
that of the hegemonic Czechs and Slovaks. 

Indeed, it was the nationalities issue that really ate away at the 
legitimacy of the Czechoslovak state. Above all, the First Republic 
has been castigated as a virtually exclusive Czech nationalist under- 
taking, a nation-state rather than a state of nationalities.!! Tensions 
between Czechs and Slovaks, at both an elite and popular level, were 
evident from the start as Masaryk’s concept of a unitary, but non- 
existent, Czechoslovak nation and language (‘Czechoslovakism’) 
alienated national-minded Slovaks. Many resented Czech central- 
ism, apparent condescension and even economic ‘colonisation’ and 
thus demanded a greater degree of autonomy from Prague, as had 
been agreed by Czech representatives in the Pittsburgh declaration 
of May 1918. To be sure, not all Slovaks favoured self-government, 
a minority accepting the centralist state, and the Czechs were not 
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solely motivated by national ideology and paternalism — many feared 
a resurgent Germany and insisted on a strong united centralist state 
as the first line of defence. But conflicts grew far more pronounced in 
the crisis-ridden 1930s with the rise of the nationalist Slovak People's 
Party, and these antagonisms were to have far-reaching ramifications 
during and after World War II. The situation in Slovakia was further 
complicated by the presence of a large Magyar community, which 
was regarded by Czech and Slovak nationalists alike as a revanchist 
force seeking reunification with Hungary. Relations between Prague 
and Budapest were continually strained by this unresolved problem. 
Furthermore, territorial and other tensions among Czechs and ethnic 
Poles in northern Silesia culminated in a military confrontation in 
1919 between the Czech and Polish armies. 

The Czech-Jewish relationship was also highly problematic, epito- 
mised by Masaryk who harboured an ambivalent, at times openly 
negative, attitude towards Czech Jewry and on his own admis- 
sion was never able emotionally to ‘overcome...the antisemitism 
of the common people’. These ambiguities were reflected in the 
nationality policies of the First Republic and in the contradic- 
tory thinking of Czech political and intellectual elites. On the one 
hand, 'Czechoslovakia's concessions to Jewish nationalism were... 
unprecedented' in European history. The state 'recognized the 
claim to Jewish national distinctiveness' and *made room for Jewish 
cultural and national self-expression without diminishing the value 
of emancipation or intending to reduce Jewish social and political 
integration’. On the other hand, ‘Czech leaders [adopted] a general 
stance of distance and suspicion towards the Jews', often lumping 
them together with the ‘alien’ German community. ‘Rarely...did they 
entertain the conviction that the Jews were, or could become, fully 
Czech.'? It was a sentiment that retained its relevance even after the 
virtual decimation of Czechoslovak Jewry during the Holocaust and 
the end of the prolonged era of Czech—Jewish cultural coexistence. 

The most deep-rooted and fateful disputes, however, were between 
the Czechs and the so-called Sudeten Germans, concentrated in the 
northern and western borderlands of the republic, but geographi- 
cally far-flung throughout the country. This was, and remains, a 
hugely controversial issue. Some scholars insist, as we have seen, 
that comparatively speaking official Czechoslovak policy towards the 
German ‘minority’ — in reality Germans outnumbered Slovaks by 
some margin — was more equitable and less oppressive than other 
central and east European countries at the time.? Others emphasise 
the fact that the vast majority of Germans at the end of World War I 
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did not wish to reside in a Czechoslovak state which they feared 
would persecute them. This meant that the Sudeten Germans were 
incorporated into post-1918 Czechoslovakia essentially by military 
force, accompanied by ethnic demonstrations and counter-demon- 
strations which cost scores of lives. Moreover, the ‘Sudeten Germans’ 
right to selfdetermination was not even acknowledged in terms of 
their autonomy’ and the Prague government’s grave concern that 
nationally inclined Germans represented an irredentist threat to the 
integrity of the new state ensured that no reconciliation was possi- 
ble regardless of the limited political cooperation of the mid-to-late 
1920s.'* Indeed, this Czech-German rapprochement was terminated 
by the Great Depression, which severely damaged the Sudeten 
Germans' exportled light and tourist industries. Consequently, 
bolstered by the rise of a belligerent Third Reich after 1933, many 
Germans turned to the local radical right-wing party and its chief 
Konrad Henlein to save them from economic turmoil and fulfil their 
frustrated national demands. Nazi propaganda stoked this campaign 
and in the May 1935 parliamentary elections Henlein's Sudeten 
German Party polled almost 1.2 million ballots, the overwhelming 
majority of German voters. 

By this time Czechoslovakia was spiralling into crisis. The republic 
was undoubtedly trapped geopolitically between aggressive expan- 
sionist regimes, notably Nazi Germany, and its leaders’ room for 
manoeuvre was massively curtailed by the late 1930s, but flawed 
domestic policies and ethnic and social tensions certainly helped 
to undermine the state's cohesion and legitimacy. The outcome, 
tragic for the vast majority of Czechs, was the Munich agreement of 
29 September 1938 signed, without any Czechoslovak government 
involvement, by Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy, Britain and France. Under 
its terms, the First Republic was dismembered: the ‘Sudetenland’, its 
German population, industry, agriculture and military fortifications, 
was ceded to the Third Reich. In addition, Hungary and Poland took 
advantage of the crisis to demand, and eventually receive, large areas 
of disputed territories in southern Slovakia, Ruthenia and northern 
Silesia (Těšín/ Cieszyn). In total, over one-fifth of Czechoslovak land 
area and almost a quarter of the population were lost. The national 
security and territorial integrity of the state were seriously under- 
mined overnight. Among the Czechs, a caustic sense of victimisation, 
resentment and bewilderment prevailed, fostering critiques of the 
politically fragmented nature of a republic which had seemingly 
failed abysmally to defend the nation in its hour of need.” Anguished 
soul-searching raged (and continued to rage) about whether to resist 
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militarily the Nazi occupation of ‘Czech’ land, but President Beneš, 
his domestic and pro-Western foreign strategies in tatters, decided 
grimly in consultation with his government and generals to accept the 
draconian agreement.!“ Within three weeks a dejected Beneš, having 
resigned on 5 October, fled abroad to become head of a Czechoslovak 
government-in-exile ending up, somewhat paradoxically, in London, 
where he remained for the duration of the war. 

At home, crucial developments followed in the wake of Munich. 
The First Republic was rapidly replaced by a short-lived but increas- 
ingly right-wing Second Republic (October 1938-March 1939), which, 
in the controversial words of one expert, turned ‘Czechoslovakia 
from an imperfectly democratic to a frankly authoritarian state, 
one whose central and autonomous governments ruled by decree, 
promoted racism, neutralized political opponents, rigged elections, 
set up forced-labour camps and persecuted Jews and Gypsies, all 
before any of this could plausibly be blamed on Nazi Germany'." No 
doubt under pressure from Berlin, post-Munich Czech leaders began 
to ‘regenerate’ and ‘simplify’ the political system, meaning that the 
multi-party system was transformed effectively into a one-party state 
led by the newly created National Unity Party. The Communist Party 
was soon outlawed and the other leftist parties amalgamated into a 
legal, though spineless, National Labour Party. Fascist and extreme 
right-wing groups became more visible and influential, though never 
achieving mass popularity. Slovak nationalists immediately pushed 
for and gained virtual self-government from Prague and the feder- 
ated state was renamed Czecho-Slovakia. Repressive measures were 
also undertaken in the newly autonomous Slovakia. Here, all Slovak- 
speaking parties were united into a single Party of Slovak National 
Unity protected by a paramilitary organisation, the Hlinka Guard. 
Political Catholicism grew in importance and anti-communism and 
anti-Semitism were more pronounced than in the Czech lands. These 
political and territorial results of Munich left several unresolved lega- 
cies, not least heightened Czech-Slovak discord and the propensity 
to seek authoritarian solutions at times of crisis. 

The coup de grace came in mid-March 1939 when the Wehrmacht 
invaded what remained of an independent Czecho-Slovakia wiping 
the country, temporarily as it turned out, from the face of the map. A 
‘Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia’ was created in Prague more 
or less under the direct control of Berlin and a nominally independ- 
ent, though pro-German, state was proclaimed in Bratislava thereby 
fulfilling the claims of the Slovak nationalists. Czechs and Slovaks 
experienced the traumatic wartime events in different ways.'* In the 
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Protectorate, Nazi military priorities, racial policies and violent oppres- 
sion brutalised and divided society, promoted a ‘statisation’ of the 
economy and labour relations and encouraged a moral devastation in 
social and ethnic relations. This was most evident in a marked radical- 
isation of Czech animosity towards the ‘traitorous’ Sudeten Germans, 
but also conspicuous in regard to Slovaks who were widely accused of 
stabbing the Czechs in the back after the Munich crisis. Active organ- 
ised resistance to the Nazi overlords was relatively meagre — indeed, 
many industrial workers and other employees were well compensated 
for their labour — and most Czechs kept their heads down and did 
their best to survive the occupation, while engaging in myriad forms 
of passive dissent with the aim of keeping the nation alive. The Slovak 
Republic (1939-45) stands accused of introducing ‘clerical fascism’ 
and participating in the deportation of around 70,000 Jews to the 
Third Reich, but for many Slovaks the very existence of the republic 
proved that they could govern themselves without Czech patronage. 
Slovak communists and democrats also undertook the only large-scale 
act of domestic armed resistance against German hegemony — the 
Slovak National Uprising from August to October 1944. 

In sum, the harsh socio-economic experiences of the depressed 
1930s, the ‘betrayal’ by the Western powers at Munich, the failure of 
Beneš's government to resist the Nazi dismemberment of the state 
and the subsequent aspirations for national and social justice born 
out of six years of German tutelage did much to discredit the First 
Republic and dampen Czech enthusiasm for liberal democracy, capi- 
talist economics and ethnic tolerance. 


The Communist Party of Czechoslovakia, 1921-45 


The Communist Party of Czechoslovakia (Komunistická strana 
Československa — KSC) was formed in 1921 and remained for most of 
the decade essentially a product of its origins in the left wing of the 
Social Democratic movement. Although it was affiliated to the revolu- 
tionary Communist International (Comintern) based in Moscow and 
thus subject to gradual ‘Bolshevisation’ and ‘Russification’, the party 
operated legally, sought and achieved a mass membership, endeav- 
oured to maintain organic links with the Czech and Slovak labour 
movements, was led by figures, such as Bohumir Smeral, who could 
not easily be described as militant Bolsheviks and competed, rather 
successfully, in parliamentary and municipal elections. Indeed, in 
the polls in 1925 the party received almost one million votes making 
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it the second largest in the republic after the Agrarians. Hence, in 
terms of membership and electoral support the KSČ was one of the 
strongest communist parties in Europe, sharing to a certain extent 
a pluralist conception of politics and influenced by the dominant 
democratic political culture which characterised the First Republic. 
However, this ideological moderation had its limits. The KSČadopted 
the radical Leninist concept of national self-determination for the 
country’s ‘oppressed’ ethnic minorities, which in its maximalist form 
advocated secession from the state. If applied, this would have meant 
the destruction of the territorial integrity of Czechoslovakia. Also, 
though electorally robust, the communists consistently refused to par- 
ticipate in coalition government, seeing Czechoslovakia as a product 
of the imperialist ‘Versailles system’, a ‘bourgeois’ preserve that did 
little or nothing for the ‘exploited proletariat’. 

Like all communist parties, the Czechoslovak was internally riven 
among ‘rightist’, ‘centrist’ and ‘leftist’ factions and, with the advent of 
the Stalinists in the Soviet Union and Comintern, the last came to the 
fore. In 1928-29, a new leftist leadership was acrimoniously installed 
under Klement Gottwald, who was to head the KSC until his death in 
March 1953. Most of the older ‘right-wing’ luminaries were expelled 
and replaced by younger ‘proletarian’ elements, steadfastly loyal to 
the USSR and its Stalinist bosses. The process of ‘Stalinisation’, dupli- 
cated throughout the international communist movement, was reach- 
ing fruition. Gottwald himself gave a clear inkling of what this meant 
in his inaugural address to the Czechoslovak National Assembly in 
December 1929. Responding to accusations from non-communist 
deputies that the KSC was under the command of a foreign state, 
Gottwald boasted: ‘we are the party of the Czechoslovak proletariat 
and our highest revolutionary headquarters are in Moscow...We 
go to Moscow to learn from the Russian Bolsheviks how to wring 
your necks. (Outcry) And you know that the Russian Bolsheviks are 
masters at that! (Uproar).""? This was largely rabble-rousing bravado, 
but the party did lose much of its support in the early 1930s as the 
Comintern’s ruinous ultra-leftist ‘class against class’ policies and 
‘social fascist’ terminology isolated the communists from their 
working-class constituencies. The KSC only began to recover its posi- 
tions after 1934-35 with the advent of the ‘Popular Front’ strategy, 
a nationally inclined policy which sought broad cross-class alliances 
against the spread of fascism and which in many ways foreshadowed 
its successful tactics in the years 1945-47. 

The Munich agreement proved a double-edged sword for the KSC. 
As noted above, already in December 1938, three months before the 
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Nazi occupation, the party had been declared illegal and forced into 
an underground existence, its leaders dispersed. Gottwald, his deputy 
Rudolf Slansky and a few other top functionaries spent the war in 
Moscow, many others went into exile to Paris and London, while those 
who remained precariously at home formed a series of illegal Central 
Committees, constantly at risk of arrest and suppression, even death. 
In May 1939 more nationalistically inclined Slovak communists took 
advantage of the lack of centralised control from Prague to found a 
separate Communist Party of Slovakia (Komunistická strana Slovenska— 
KSS), which was a portent of future Czech-Slovak tensions. The 
communists were able, however, to profit from their self-proclaimed 
patriotic anti-fascist stance at a time of mortal danger to the nation 
and state. As news of the Munich diktat came through, Gottwald urged 
Beneš to fight, saying reportedly that even ‘barefooted Ethiopians 
found courage to resist the armed might of Italy’.2? The KSC also 
massively benefited from the ‘legend’, as some scholars have termed 
it, of the ‘offer’ of Soviet military aid to Czechoslovakia in accord- 
ance with the Soviet-Czechoslovak Treaty of May 1935.7! Although 
the affair was shrouded in mystery and almost certainly Stalin had no 
intention of providing unilateral armed support, Gottwald and the 
Czechoslovak communists thereafter consistently hammered home 
the message that the USSR was the only reliable friend of the country. 
This interpretation was to pay big dividends in the post-war years. 
Communist strategy during the war was tortuous, often confused 
and at times viewed as deeply anti-national by many Czech and Slovak 
patriots, especially following the Nazi-Soviet Pact of August 1939 
and the outbreak of hostilities. This shocking deal between the two 
dictatorships was highly disorienting, but was eventually accepted by 
most party functionaries and members both at home and abroad.” 
However, it signified that the KSC leaders shunned ‘anything that 
could give preference to one side or the other in the war: they there- 
fore isolated themselves from Beneš and the West which remained 
the nation’s main hope of liberation’. One might add that the party 
also distanced itself from the mass of Czech citizens suffering under 
the Nazi yoke, a sectarian line which was maintained more or less 
unchanged until the turning point of ‘Operation Barbarossa’ on 
22 June 1941. Overnight, the Nazis became the overarching enemy 
and all communists were commanded to resist the Germans. In the 
Protectorate, KSC militants engaged in individual acts of sabotage 
and later in the war formed partisan groups. This resistance, never 
exclusively the preserve of the communists, was most striking in 
Slovakia during the National Uprising. In addition, the party leaders 
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in Moscow now sought cooperation with Beneš's government-in-exile 
in London and gradually developed a strategy for a liberated post- 
war Czechoslovakia that was largely, though not fully, compatible 
with Beneš's. The broad policies were elaborated in consultation with 
the Stalinist bosses in Moscow and reflected the evolving interests of 
Soviet foreign policy in the region, but the detailed proposals, to be 
examined in the next chapter, were generally the outcome of discus- 
sions and disagreements among the exiled Czechoslovak communist 
leaders themselves based on their understanding of conditions at 
home. A degree of limited autonomy was thus granted to national 
communists by their Soviet patrons. 

Indeed, it would be wrong to imply that in the 1930s and 1940s the 
KSC (or any other communist party) was a totally monolithic Stalinist 
body completely divorced from national political currents by its 
utter devotion to the USSR and an ‘alien’ ideology, or that its entire 
membership fully embraced Stalinist values. Throughout its exist- 
ence, the Czechoslovak party experienced a constant tension between 
"its insertion in the national community and in the international 
communist movement’.** The boundary lines between these so-called 
‘national communist’ and ‘Muscovite’ tendencies may have often 
been blurred, running even through individual leaders and function- 
aries, but the two mentalities were nonetheless palpable. At the risk 
of over-simplification, the ‘national communist’ inclination came to 
the fore during the ‘Popular Front’ period, the ‘people’s democratic’ 
phase of 1945-47 with its defining slogan of a ‘Czechoslovak road 
to socialism’, and most conspicuously during the reformist Prague 
Spring of 1968, while the ‘Muscovite’ tendency predominated in the 
Stalinist ‘era of socialist construction’ in 1948-54 and in the ‘normali- 
sation’ process after 1969.” That said, an important conclusion to be 
drawn, and one that is often overlooked, is that there existed among 
many communist officials and militants a tenacious predilection for 
Stalinist conventions and practices, and these ‘Stalinist’ modes of 
thinking and action were evident throughout the 1930s, 1940s and 
1950s, and even beyond. 


Main Themes, Issues and Interpretations 


My overall methodology seeks to integrate conventional political and 
‘new’ social history by prioritising the fluidity and interplay of state— 
society relations in communist Czechoslovakia and the lack of fixed 
and exact boundaries between party and citizen. My focus is thus on 
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both the impersonal power structures of the party-state Moloch and 
on society (or societies) and its dynamic interactions with the politi- 
cal project of the regime. There are five main overlapping themes 
that run throughout the volume, some of which we have touched on 
above: first, the ‘rootedness’ of the Czechoslovak party and the neces- 
sity of viewing the communist period as an integral component of the 
two nations’ modern experience; second, the influence of external 
forces and outside pressures on the communist regime; third, popu- 
lar opinion and the contentious issue of resistance versus consent; 
fourth, the moot ‘totalitarian’ model of the Czechoslovak party and 
state; and finally the burning fuse of the ‘nationality question’, and 
in particular Czech-Slovak relations. I will elaborate on each in turn, 
but first a few words about what this book is not concerned with. 
The major omission is that the details of economic performance 
and foreign policy fall outside the remit of my interests, although 
the economy and inter-state diplomacy can hardly be ignored, most 
obviously with regard to the USSR. The economic crises of the early 
1950s, early 1960s and late 1980s and the concomitant pressures 
on living standards had profound socio-political ramifications, and 
intra-Soviet bloc relations often impacted heavily on domestic affairs, 
particularly during the Prague Spring. Neither do I examine the 
intricacies of the party’s cultural decrees and campaigns, with the 
partial exception of developments in the early 1950s and mid-1960s. 
I understand ‘culture’ more broadly as everyday lifestyles and modes 
of thinking and behaviour. Finally, space constraints preclude a sus- 
tained transnational approach. Where necessary, I do make limited 
comparisons with other East European socialist states, but the focus 
remains squarely on Czechoslovakia. 

My first argument is that the 40-year communist experience in 
Czechoslovakia should not be seen as a foreign imposed aberration, 
dislocating an otherwise unsullied democratic history. It is not good 
enough in my opinion to view the communist regime as an alien 
implant with few, if any, domestic affiliations. Regardless of its alle- 
giance to Moscow, the Communist Party was able to strike deep roots 
in Czech society, though to a lesser degree in Slovak, and to associate 
itself with certain prevailing national traditions, identities and myths 
(while undoubtedly rejecting others). This was partly because, 
unlike in Poland and Hungary, there was very little Russophobia 
among Czechoslovaks, at least before 1968. After the war, the KSČ 
became a socially diverse mass party, appealing not just to its ‘natural’ 
working-class constituency, but also to the intelligentsia, some clerical 
and administrative staff, even farmers, men and women, young and 
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old. Crucially, it appeared to offer persuasive solutions to the multiple 
problems facing the country in the post-war era of reconstruction. 
What is more, many of these problems were ‘hangovers’ from the 
First and Second Republics. While it is true that Czechoslovak political 
culture showed strong democratic and pluralistic trends, there were 
noteworthy contradictions: the relative weakness of parliamentary 
rule and participatory democracy, the tendency to oligarchic govern- 
ment, centralism and the concentration of executive power, the cult- 
like aura of the presidency, the unresolved ethnic tensions between 
Czechs, Slovaks, Germans and Magyars, the disillusionment with the 
‘bourgeois’ capitalist economy and the authoritarian impulses of 
many mainstream politicians and elites, not just of the far right and 
left. Communist rule emerged, in part, as a response to these integral 
dilemmas of modern Czechoslovak history. It was not, to paraphrase 
Padraic Kenney, ‘a detour from [Czechoslovakia’s] true path’.*” In 
this sense, the communist seizure of power in February 1948 did not 
represent a total break with past practices and mentalities. 

We have established that foreign powers have played an inordi- 
nately prominent role in Czechoslovak history, and this often deter- 
mining external presence — in our case post-war Soviet hegemony 
over Central and Eastern Europe — means that the complex interplay 
of indigenous and exogenous factors and the troubled international 
context of the Cold War will form an important framework of this 
book. A classic, and controversial, example of this dichotomy is the 
extent of internal and external inputs in the communist takeover of 
power in February 1948. Was it essentially Soviet inspired and directed 
from without, as many anti-communist contemporaries and historians 
have insisted??? Or should we prioritise the national circumstances 
and experiences which facilitated the communist triumph, as many 
reformist Czechoslovak historians writing in the 1960s and several 
Western scholars have tended to do??? Or again, was the so-called 
‘Velvet Revolution’ of November—December 1989, which overthrew 
the despised communist ‘dinosaurs’, largely a product of Gorbachev’s 
liberalising glasnost (openness) and perestroika (reconstruction) in 
the USSR, or did the dictatorship implode from within, the victim 
of disastrous economic and political policies and an emerging Czech 
and Slovak civil society which had lost its fear? Clearly, both internal 
and external factors are present at all times, but the relative weight of 
each needs careful examination. 

Another central concern is the highly problematic question of 
popular opinion and changing public attitudes towards the commu- 
nist state; or to put it in stark terms: ‘resistance’ versus ‘consent’. It is 
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extremely difficult to gauge with any certainty the nature of popular 
opinion, especially in dictatorships that seek to suppress open debate, 
curtail heterodoxy and mould social discourse in line with ideological 
preferences. However, that said, should we unthinkingly accept the 
stereotypical Western notion, originally conditioned by the binary 
divisions of the Cold War and now widely accepted in the Czech and 
Slovak Republics, that the majority of citizens consistently opposed 
the regime and desired a speedy return to capitalism and liberal 
democracy? Or is it more applicable to conceive the socialist dicta- 
torship not as a Static ‘totalitarian’ monolith or field of unambigu- 
ous conflict between ‘regime’ and ‘society’, but as a living dynamic 
organism in which individuals struggled to empower themselves and 
thereby shape and make sense of the world around them?? And how 
did public moods alter over time in response to changing domestic 
and foreign realities? To what extent was it possible, in conditions of 
fierce one-party authoritarianism, for ‘ordinary’ Czechs and Slovaks 
to devise various forms of interaction, negotiation and bargaining 
with party-state organs and create limited spaces in which to ‘work the 
system’ to their advantage? Did some people even welcome aspects 
of the system and benefit from its policies? Or did most simply get 
on with their lives as best they could with little or no overt political 
engagement whatever? In this scheme, ‘conformist’ tendencies are 
more relevant than ‘resistant’ activities, as are intermediate atti- 
tudes like adaptation, apathy and what might be called ‘muddling 
through’.*! In short, a critical element of social history needs to be 
injected into the political history of communism. 

Closely related to this is my interpretation of the nature of the 
Communist Party and state. It has been standard to depict commu- 
nist regimes as totalitarian entities in which the party’s political, 
economic and socio-cultural goals were overtly articulated and 
universally understood — the ‘plan’ was self-evident and could not be 
questioned, and pre-existing policies, almost always of Soviet origin, 
merely needed to be implemented by finding the correct organisa- 
tional mechanisms and mass propaganda techniques.? Those who 
did not accept the ‘progressive’ vision of the party were coerced into 
submission. This conception of communist systems is not inherently 
‘wrong’. Their Marxist-Leninist masters did have long-standing 
macro-level goals and the regimes they created were without doubt 
miserably oppressive, increasingly morally corrupt and guided by an 
ideological transformatory mission that was frequently at odds with 
popular values and aims. Nevertheless, to my mind totalitarian theo- 
ries are one dimensional and unnecessarily restrictive. By focusing 
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on high politics, the state and its repressive apparatus, adherents of 
totalitarianism are prone to exaggerate the level of sustained control 
exerted by the central authorities, are inattentive to micro-level 
functioning and to the discrepancies between highly personalised 
decision-making and widely dispersed decision-implementation, and fail 
to appreciate the contingent nature of policy formation. Above all, 
they have great difficulty in explaining the sources of systemic change 
and development over time — once a totalitarian regime, always a 
totalitarian regime. For these reasons, I seek to challenge the para- 
digm and its static conception of communist politics, power relations 
and state-society interconnections. There is, of course, nothing new 
about this critique in Western scholarship, but a similar reappraisal 
has only relatively recently appeared in Czech historiography.? 

My fifth theme is the explosive issue of the treatment of national 
‘minorities’. This is not merely a matter of describing the post-war 
'transfer', often violent, of nigh on three million Czechoslovak 
Germans (and the exchange of several tens of thousands of Magyars) 
from their homelands, as is often the case in existing historiography. 
It is also vital to assess the longer-term impact of this historic cleans- 
ing of the Czech borderlands. If we are to believe recent research, 
this forced resettlement of populations was inextricably linked to the 
consolidation of communist rule and may offer us new perspectives 
on the sources of the relative popular appeal of the regime. Just as 
pivotal are mutual Czech-Slovak relations and the assumptions and 
(mis) perceptions that underlay their competing nationalisms. What 
was the communist leadership's understanding of the sources of these 
tensions and how did the authorities attempt to 'solve' the so-called 
‘Slovak question’ after 1948? Why did the post-war notion of separate 
and equal nations based on a real degree of Slovak autonomy soon 
relapse into Prague centralism and renewed Czech hegemony? Why 
were leading Slovak communists imprisoned for *bourgeois national- 
ism' in the 1950s and what influence did their rehabilitation have in 
the early and mid-1960s? What were the consequences of the resur- 
gence of 'Slovak nationalism' and the aim of federalisation during 
and after the Prague Spring? What role, if any, did Slovak grievances 
play in the ‘Velvet Revolution’? 

Finally, as an important sub-theme, I would argue that there were 
several communist Czechoslovakias in our period: Stalinist (1948 
to the mid-1950s), post-Stalinist (1956 to the mid-1960s), reformist 
(1968-69), ‘normalised’ (1969 to the mid-1980s) and ‘pre-terminal’ 
(mid-1980s to 1989). The boundaries between these phases are 
often blurred and a central core of the system can be detected - the 
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one-party political structure dominated by the executive, state control 
of the economy and the virtual elimination of private enterprise, 
the reliance on coercion and the secret police, and the seemingly 
all-pervasive existence of censorship and state propaganda. But 
these phenomena subtly altered over time in response to changing 
international, intra-bloc and domestic priorities. Communist leaders, 
theoreticians and propagandists were perpetually searching for new 
mechanisms and policies to mobilise the population and achieve 
the elusive Holy Grail of political legitimacy. On occasion they intro- 
duced reforms in order to divert pressures from below. Moreover, 
Czechoslovak communism may have shared many key features with, 
say, its Polish or Hungarian counterparts, but they were not identi- 
cal creations. Heterogeneous national political cultures, social and 
economic structures, cultural values and religious beliefs affected 
the regimes in myriad ways. To this extent, there was no single 
‘communist system’. 

These are all intractable themes to which I don’t pretend to have 
‘definitive’ answers. But my basic premise is this: contrary to the 
post-1989 master paradigm which emphasises the fundamentally 
alien essence of the Czechoslovak communist experience and the 
inherent and diffuse social resistance to the regime, I contend that 
popular attitudes to the socialist aims and visions of the Communist 
Party modulated from broadly ‘supportive’ in the late 1940s to “criti- 
cal loyalty’ in the 1950s and 1960s to ‘disengaged collusion’ by the 
1970s and 1980s. It is certainly the case that fierce Stalinist (and 
post-Stalinist) repression and, notably, ongoing socio-economic hard- 
ship engendered real dissentient public moods, and the dismantling 
of the Prague Spring reforms after August 1968 and subsequent 
‘normalisation’ undoubtedly dealt a fatal blow to popular ‘faith’ in 
the renewal of socialism, but oppositional currents were never suffi- 
ciently strong or widespread to threaten seriously the regime until 
the international ‘crisis of communism’ in the late 1980s. My overall 
goal, then, is to provide a challenging and controversial, but I hope 
accessible and convincing, interpretation of these issues based on the 
most recent Western, Czech and Slovak historiography, incorporat- 
ing where appropriate archival sources and published documentary 
editions. In this way, I seek to contribute to our knowledge of a coun- 
try which stood at the centre of cataclysmic European events many 
times in the twentieth century. 


Chapter 2: Communism on the Road to 
Power, 1945-48 


In the years 1945-48 the fate of Czechoslovakia hung in the balance. 
Would the country maintain its pre-war democratic pluralist and pro- 
Western orientation? Or would it shift towards socialism under the 
pressures of the USSR and the bi-polarisation of the emerging Cold 
War? Or would it be able to build some new status acting as a ‘bridge’ 
between East and West? The eventual outcome was a semi-constitu- 
tional seizure of power by the Czechoslovak communists and their 
supporters in late February 1948. This denouement was not entirely 
pre-determined, though the correlation of external and internal 
forces undoubtedly favoured a communist victory. Stalin’s insistence 
on Soviet national security, the resultant wider historic changes in 
the region, normally referred to as the ‘Sovietisation’ of Central and 
Eastern Europe in the years 1944—48, and the West’s indecisive, almost 
resigned, response proved pivotal in the communists’ success. But so 
did propitious domestic contexts: the ‘regulated’ or ‘limited democ- 
racy’ of the post-war Czechoslovak governmental structure, the relative 
weight of the competing parties and their visions of the two nations’ 
past as much as their future, the forced expulsion of the vast majority 
of the country’s ethnic Germans, popular leftist aspirations and the 
imperative of state-led socio-economic reconstruction after the war. 
Hence, this chapter will examine in some detail both endogenous 
and indigenous developments in this period of transition. The under- 
lying task is to answer the question which has exercised scholars ever 
since: why was the KSC able to gain mastery of a country that prided 
itself on its democratic and humanistic heritage? The first essential 
step in addressing this conundrum is to assess the consequences of the 
war on Czech and Slovak politics and society by showing how the trau- 
matic events of 1938—45 transformed elite and popular understandings 
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of democracy, socialism and political power in general. Thereafter, 
I will discuss Soviet diplomatic goals and political strategies in post- 
war East Central Europe and conclude with an analysis of communist 
tactics in the broader context of Czechoslovak party politics, contested 
cultural discourses and power struggles. Rather than follow established 
practice by concentrating solely on high politics and the ‘personalisa- 
tion of blame’, I will incorporate the view ‘from below’ by outlining 
relevant developments in the labour and women’s movements. 


The Impact of War 


A comprehensive account of the communist takeover must take on 
board the underlying continuities, as well as the sharp discontinuities, 
that span the tumultuous decade 1938-48 when the world was torn 
apart. It is imperative to begin with World War II and its impact on 
East European societies, and not with the conventional 'zero hour' of 
1945, as if the rise of communism was purely a product of the Cold 
War power struggles between the USA and the USSR, an 'imposi- 
tion from the east'. The scholarly consensus today accepts that the 
truly profound transformations wrought by the ‘Munich complex’, 
the Second Republic and in particular six years of total war, brutal 
occupation and the Holocaust are key factors in helping to explain 
the communists' ascendancy. As Bradley Abrams has boldly asserted: 
‘no Second World War, no Soviet-style communist Eastern Europe'.! 
The equation is, perhaps, too neat, but there is a good deal of mile- 
age in it. The most important wartime phenomena which created 
favourable environments for future communist success, not just in 
Czechoslovakia but throughout the region, were the decimation 
of entire social and ethnic groups and the sheer scale of material 
destruction; the concentration of industry and the state regimentaion 
of economic structures and labour relations by the Nazi overlords; 
popular disillusionment with the ‘West’ and ‘bourgeois’ politics, sig- 
nifying an ideological shift to the left; and, linked to this, the buoyant 
reputation of the Red Army as ‘liberators’ from Nazi dominion com- 
bined with local communist partisan struggles against extreme right- 
wing authoritarianism. These radicalising shocks to the established 
status quo can be described as ‘revolutionary’ in their own right with 
far-reaching implications. 

It is common knowledge that the human losses in Eastern Europe 
during the war beggar belief. Poland, for example, lost approximately 
20 per cent of its pre-war population. Yugoslavia lost 10 per cent and 
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Hungary 4.4 per cent. The figure in Czechoslovakia was lower at 
3.7 per cent, but still almost four times as high as Great Britain. The 
vast majority of East European Jewry was destroyed in the Holocaust, 
including the virtual annihilation of Poland’s Jews. It is estimated that 
of Czechoslovakia’s pre-war total of 255,000 Jews a mere 40,000—45,000 
survived.” In addition to deaths, several tens of millions were wounded, 
uprooted, forcibly resettled or displaced, or experienced slave labour in 
the Third Reich, 37,000 workers from Slovakia alone. Eastern Europe 
was quite simply ‘on the move’. Those who remained behind were 
exhausted, under-nourished and bewildered, many seeking revenge for 
their own plight and that of their nation. Physical and material destruc- 
tion was also on a colossal scale. Countless towns, villages, mines, facto- 
ries, bridges, transport facilities and livestock lay ruined. Czechoslovakia 
was not the worst affected, but even here total losses were calculated at 
over four billion dollars. Parts of central Slovakia, scene of the National 
Uprising, were devastated and in 1942 two Czech villages, Lidice and 
Lezaky, were reduced to rubble by the Nazis, all male and some female 
inhabitants murdered in retaliation for the assassination of Reinhard 
Heydrich, the Reichsprotektor, in Prague by London-trained Czech and 
Slovak resistance fighters. 

But where, we might ask, is the egual sign between this purgatory 
and the subseguent rise of communism? Part of the answer becomes 
clear when we look at the specific strata of the population that were 
victims of the Nazis. The elimination of around 3.75 million Jews in 
Eastern Europe signified inter alia a gross depletion of the ranks of 
the entrepreneurial bourgeoisie, merchants and intellectuals. Very 
large numbers of urban elites and intelligentsia — doctors, lawyers, 
teachers, journalists, academics, students, army officers, bureaucrats 
and managers, not to mention leading politicians — were wiped 
out by the Nazis as bearers of dangerous alternative ideas and anti- 
German patriotisms. In short, the middle classes suffered terribly 
and, in the words of Abrams, ‘the physical weakening of the class 
with both the ability and inclination to oppose radical social change 
is certainly a factor that must be constantly borne in mind'.? What is 
more, these people needed to be replaced, allowing for the upward 
social mobility of hundreds of thousands of skilled workers, artisans 
and peasants, men and women. It was nothing less than a ‘social 
revolution’, a grand equalisation process endorsed and fostered by 
local communist parties. It is true that the destruction of ‘national 
elites’ and the bourgeoisie was far more devastating in Poland than 
in Czechoslovakia, but even in the latter its effects were certainly felt 
in the post-war political and economic reconstruction. 
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In addition, the unprecedented savagery of the war and the Nazis’ 
exterminatory racial policies brutalised societies and individual psy- 
ches. The result was a moral crisis and desensitisation, a belief that 
might was right. Acts of collaboration with the occupying regime 
bitterly divided communities, inflamed class animosities and engen- 
dered denunciations and demands for judicial, and extra-judicial, 
retribution. Participation in the expropriation and looting of Jewish 
(and, post-war, German) property represented a breakdown of ‘nor- 
mal’ values. As Jan Gross argues, ‘the old operative definitions of 
legality, justice, legitimacy, common purpose, national interest, or 
raison d'état were put in doubt, shattered’, leaving space for ‘new regu- 
latory ideas to set up proper foundations for life in common’.* This 
is not to say that we can detect some direct line of causality between 
wartime brutalisation and post-war popular susceptibility to commu- 
nist militancy, as if the Nazi dictatorship ‘led to’ the communist dicta- 
torship. But there does appear to be a certain logic at play, whereby 
Czechs’ and Slovaks’ commitment to humanistic values, democratic 
procedures and legal norms were to a considerable degree under- 
mined by the barbarities and moral turpitude — some of it, to be sure, 
self-inflicted — of the years 1938-45. 

Longer-term structural economic processes and Nazi statist policies 
dictated by wartime exigencies also impacted on later developments. 
The effects are most succinctly put by Robin Okey: ‘industrial concen- 
tration, trade union regimentation and the transfer of vast assets into 
German hands which now [in 1945] defaulted to the state all made 
an étatiste approach to economic management more plausible.'? The 
Nazi authorities’ intervention in the economy, social welfare and food 
provisioning boosted notions of state coordination and ‘care’ for 
citizens. Economically, this was most evident in the Czech coal and 
steel industries, and this experience, it can plausibly be argued, ‘laid 
important...groundwork for the postwar practice of central plan- 
ning’. What is more, the autarchic tendencies of the Nazi-dominated 
local economies decoupled them from international trade with the 
West in favour of the needs of the German economy.“ Other impor- 
tant corollaries were the growth of Czech and notably Slovak indus- 
trial production, though this was uneven and tempered by wartime 
destruction, and the expansion of the industrial workforce in larger 
enterprises with very high numbers of peasants and women enter- 
ing the factories. By the end of the war, Czechoslovakia ‘would have 
a larger share of its population in the industrial working class than 
ever before’.’ These transformations resulted in increased worker 
confidence and sense of class identity, particularly as the huge task of 
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post-war reconstruction relied primarily on the efforts of industrial 
labour. In terms of organisations, the Nazis enforced a ‘levelisation’ 
programme eliminating the intermediary system of parties, social 
associations and interest groups.^ Overall, in Nazi controlled East 
Central Europe (comprehensive processes of social [and economic] 
change...were set in motion’ that were to be ‘implemented a few years 
later according to the principles of scientific socialism 9 

Politically and ideologically, the events of 1938-45 engendered a 
sea-change in popular attitudes. In this regard, it is hard to overes- 
timate the historic import of the perceived Munich ‘betrayal’, burnt 
into the Czech and Slovak collective memory and national conscious- 
ness. As a result of this humiliation, liberal democracy itself, the basis 
of the delegitimised First Republic, was dealt a heavy blow. Pro-British 
and French sentiment was seriously eroded overnight and profound 
doubts persisted about the future reliability of the ‘cowardly appeas- 
ers’. Indeed, they ‘looked, at best, weak and fearful in the face of the 
Nazi threat or, at worst, like imperfectly self-interested collaborators 
with Hitler...the international order created by the Western democ- 
racies was...failing, and that failure could be seen as part and parcel 
of Western-style democracy'. Taken together with the horrendous 
hardships of the Great Depression, it is understandable that for many 
Czechs and Slovaks the appeals of liberal democracy and market eco- 
nomics had been gravely undermined, if not thoroughly discredited. 
Furthermore, there was a widespread belief that right-wing parties 
and their ‘bourgeois’ leaders had collaborated with the Germans 
under the occupation. In these circumstances, the ‘right’ in general 
was irredeemably tarnished. 

This estrangement from erstwhile foreign allies and the derailment 
of the established pre-war system encouraged the search for new inter- 
national partners and political and institutional safeguards. In many 
ways it was logical that the USSR should step into the breach. The 
Soviet Union’s seemingly supportive stance at the time of Munich, 
its heroic battle to the death against Hitlerism and the Red Army’s 
liberation of the vast majority of Czechoslovakia, including Prague 
on 8-9 May 1945, raised the stock of socialism and the USSR in a 
country which was traditionally Russophile.!! Similarly, the commu- 
nists’ partisan struggles at home against the Nazi occupiers after 1943 
enhanced the reputation of the KSC, as did the emerging propa- 
ganda cults of communist national ‘heroes’, such as Julius Fucik, 
who was beheaded by the Nazis in September 1943." To be sure, the 
underground anti-German resistance was far from the preserve of the 
communists — many patriotic democrats fought bravely in the Slovak 
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National Uprising and elsewhere — and compared to countries like 
Poland and France was less than impressive. However, the communists 
were disproportionately represented in the resistance movements that 
did exist and it is estimated that as many as 25,000 of their number 
perished under the Nazis, over 1,500 Slovak communists were impris- 
oned, and the KSČ and Communist Party of Slovakia each lost four 
illegal Central Committees and many committed cadres."* This war- 
time persecution and sacrifice of the communists, ably embellished by 
post-war propagandists, gained them more than a measure of popular 
sympathy and respect. 

Pro-Soviet sentiments even affected many non-communist 
politicians, including Beneš. Disillusioned with the lack of sus- 
tained Western support during the war and, as a realist, recognis- 
ing that the Red Army would surely liberate his homeland, Benes 
came to regard the USSR as a firm ally of a reconstituted post-war 
Czechoslovakia, which he believed could act as a geopolitical 
‘bridge’ between East and West. He even envisioned the possibility 
of a democratisation process in the Soviet system, which would 
further strengthen the relationship between the Allies. Crucially, 
Beneš was convinced that Stalin would support his plan to expel the 
country’s German inhabitants and, linked to this, viewed the Soviet 
Union as the main protector of the Czechs against a potentially 
resurgent German revanchism. To this end he signed the highly 
significant Soviet-Czechoslovak Friendship and Mutual Aid Treaty 
with Stalin in December 1943, shifting the centre of gravity of 
Czechoslovak foreign policy towards the East. Although Benes was a 
sufficiently astute politician not to put all his eggs in the Soviet bas- 
ket and never fully overcame his fears about communist intentions, 
archival transcripts of his discussions in Moscow reveal the extent of 
his placatory attitudes to Stalin and his wish that ‘in regard to issues 
of major importance, [we] would always speak and act in a fashion 
agreeable to the representatives of the Soviet government’.'* The 
domestic corollary of Beneš's international visions was an analo- 
gous conciliatory stance to the Czechoslovak communists and an 
ideological reorientation towards a ‘new democracy’ embracing an 
expanded role for the state, social justice, economic reform and 
even restricted party representation in any future cabinet. In public 
discourse, these important geopolitical and theoretical shifts to the 
left were often couched in a rather nebulous, but influential and his- 
torically rooted, pan-Slavism which identified the ‘brother’ Russians 
as natural defenders and leaders of the Slavic peoples, of whom the 
Czechs were the most westerly branch. 
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By emphasising the positive perception of the Red Army and the 
USSR in general, I do not wish to underestimate the negative back- 
lash that accompanied the wholesale looting and deplorable raping 
indulged in by Soviet soldiers during the ‘liberation’ of Central and 
Eastern Europe. Although the Czech lands, but less so Slovakia, 
escaped the worst excesses, in some quarters such actions severely 
tainted the reputation of the Red Army. Nor do I want to suggest 
crassly that all Czechs and Slovaks became solidly pro-Soviet or pro- 
communist in outlook. Catholicism remained strong in Slovakia and 
southern Moravia (but weaker in Bohemia), key strata in the lower- 
middle classes were essentially immune to the communist appeal, 
and many non-communist politicians became increasingly wary of the 
‘totalitarian’ dangers of Marxism-Leninism. Nevertheless, it is widely 
recognised that a significant turn to the left occurred at the popu- 
lar level as in many other war-torn countries, including in Western 
Europe. This ideological mutation was felt particularly among large 
sections of the industrial working class, youth and professional intel- 
ligentsia and was reinforced by longer-term structural changes. For 
instance, the 1947 census revealed that approximately 25 per cent of 
the Czechoslovak population was aged between 15 and 30,5 and many 
young people, revolutionised by their formative encounters with the 
crisis of capitalism, the collapse of the state in 1938 and subsequent 
extreme right-wing authoritarianism, coupled with growing exposure 
to Soviet military prowess and the ‘economic miracle’ of planning 
and ‘socialist modernity’, queued up after 1945 to enter the radiant 
socialist future. A prominent representative of this impatient genera- 
tion, Antonin Liehm, later graphically depicted the utopian ideals 
and revolutionary élan of the post-war radical Czech youth. Desiring 
to make a clean sweep, Liehm and his enthusiastic colleagues were 
convinced that ‘with banners flying and bands playing [we] would 
march into the wide-open gates of the millennium’. He recalls how: 


we ran through those gates of paradise in 1945 and once again 
in 1948...We felt that we knew how to solve human problems. 
We stepped from the darkness of Nazism straight into the sunny 
realm of freedom, friendship, happiness — in short, socialism. We 
considered anyone who failed to understand this as a reactionary 
bourgeois; people were neatly divided into good and bad; every- 
thing was clear and simple.!^ 


It is easy now to adopt a cynical patronising attitude to such naive 
and ultimately harmful views. But in the conditions of a war-ravaged 
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and brutalised country in 1945 they encapsulated the hopes, visions 
and dreams of millions of citizens, and not just young people. The 
attractiveness of ‘socialism’, even in its Stalinist guise, should never 
be ignored. 

Let me conclude this section with another quotation from Abrams, 
which admirably summarises my main points: 


The experiences of 1938 to 1945 ripped the fabric of the interwar 
societies, reconfigured social hierarchies, reorganized econo- 
mies, reshuffled political allegiances, caused a reevaluation of 
both foreign and domestic political priorities, triggered a rethink- 
ing of the meaning of the nations involved, and catalyzed forces 
aiming at the fundamental restructuring of the states of the 
region...Taken as a whole, the war and its effects created condi- 
tions propitious for radical reform, redounding to the benefit of 
the Communist parties.” 


This crucial restoration of the indigenous wartime context to the rise 
of communism is, however, incomplete without an examination of 
the role of Soviet foreign policy and the origins of the Cold War in 
Eastern Europe. Without Stalin, there would be no KSČ in power? 


Stalin, the Cold War and Czechoslovakia’s ‘Limited Autonomy’ 


With the opening of relevant archives in the former Soviet Union 
since 1991, there is a measure of historical consensus emerging on 
Stalin’s aims in Central and Eastern Europe in the years 1943-48. 
Whereas for many Western scholars writing in the early decades of 
the Cold War it was axiomatic that the Soviet dictator possessed an 
expansionist master plan to rapidly ‘Sovietise’ those areas liberated 
by the Red Army in 1944—45, recent archival discoveries strongly sug- 
gest that his strategies, dependent on constantly evolving national 
and international conditions, were more cautious and differenti- 
ated, revealing the existence of alternative paths, even a measure 
of uncertainty, in the Kremlin. There is no doubt that Stalin kept 
a very tight rein on foreign policy decision-making throughout this 
crucial period and hence determined the main thrust and overall 
conception of Soviet diplomatic, military and ideological goals in 
Eastern Europe; but we now know that he was not the sole initiator of 
policy and that Soviet ambitions and methods were constantly subject 
to revision and fine-tuning. Competing strategies and tactics were 
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thrashed out in specialist commissions and in the Foreign Ministry, 
and these strategies varied from country to country and were modi- 
fied over time. Although Stalin could, and did, reject expert propos- 
als and insisted on the final say, there was no one single Soviet ‘line’, 
applicable to all circumstances and situations. What was considered 
operative for Romania was not necessarily so in the different environ- 
ment of Czechoslovakia. Indeed, according to Alfred Rieber, between 
1943 and 1947 ‘Stalin’s orders to his army commanders and his advice 
to local communists do not add up to a clear and consistent policy. 
The picture is one of trial and error informed by a Marxist perception 
of the world'.! 

However, in the swirling vortex of ever-changing international, 
national and military conjunctures, one imperative remained con- 
stant for Stalin: the all-consuming quest for national security. Russia/ 
the USSR had been attacked through its Western borders three times 
in the twentieth century — 1914, 1919-20 (the little-known Russo- 
Polish War) and 1941 — and Stalin was utterly determined that no 
such disaster would again befall his creation. The preferred mecha- 
nism for achieving this elusive aim of ‘total’ security was traditional 
Realpolitik by consolidating a Soviet sphere of influence in Central 
and Eastern Europe. But, as Rieber rightly suggests, ideology played 
an important role for Stalin. He retained an unmistakable commit- 
ment to Marxist revolutionary goals and a firm faith in the final tri- 
umph of international socialism over capitalist imperialism. Stalin’s 
dilemma as the war was coming to an end in 1944-45, and thereafter, 
was how to establish a Soviet geopolitical sphere of influence in his 
western borderlands without unduly antagonising his Grand Alliance 
partners and risking a breakdown in relations among the Big Three. 
Such a prospect was definitely not in the USSR’s best interests if only 
because Moscow needed US loans to reconstruct its shattered econ- 
omy and infrastructure. It was a conundrum that ultimately proved 
insoluble. But between 1943 and mid-1947 Stalin generally adhered 
to an interrelated strategy of seeking to preserve amicable relations 
with the USA, Britain and pro-Soviet East European democrats, like 
Beneš, while elaborating for national communist parties an interme- 
diate non-revolutionary political formation — ‘people’s democracy’ — 
that was predicated on the assumption that radical socialist trans- 
formations were not on the immediate agenda. For Stalin, such 
transitional measures also had the important advantage of mini- 
mising the risk of both civil wars in the region and the prospect of 
foreign interventions, outcomes which had seriously jeopardised the 
success of the Bolshevik Revolution after 1918.!° In the event, these 
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moderate perspectives were abandoned in the second half of 1947 as 
Cold War tensions became increasingly acute and Stalin responded 
by rapidly cementing his foothold in Eastern Europe. 

Soviet policy towards Czechoslovakia in the latter stages of the war 
was broadly in line with these conceptions, adopting a dual-pronged 
approach. On the one hand, the USSR established cordial diplo- 
matic relations with Beneš's government-in-exile in London, having 
officially recognised it in 1941, with a view to influencing future 
developments in the country. On the other, Stalin and his ideological 
chiefs sought to inform and direct the overall strategies of the KSČ 
leaders domiciled in Moscow, while permitting them, and perforce 
their beleaguered comrades in the Protectorate and Slovak Republic, 
a fair degree of tactical flexibility on the ground. At the diplomatic 
level, the Kremlin pledged support for the territorial recreation of 
Czechoslovakia after the war, one of Beneš's sacrosanct goals, and 
was prepared to promote Beneš himself as presidentin-waiting 
of a renewed post-war democratic and anti-Nazi Czechoslovakia. 
Furthermore, although Moscow refused to acknowledge the return 
of the London government as the sole legitimate authority in this 
restored Czechoslovakia, it backed the idea of a negotiated, but 
restricted, coalition in which communists and non-communists would 
be represented. The Polish ‘solution’ of an imposed pro-Soviet gov- 
ernment was thus avoided in Czechoslovakia. This line of thinking 
culminated in December 1943 with the signing of a bilateral Soviet- 
Czechoslovak Treaty of Friendship, by which Moscow appeared to 
guarantee the future independence of its smaller Slavic neighbour. 
At that time, and on later occasions, Stalin professed his intention 
not to interfere in domestic Czechoslovak affairs, reportedly stat- 
ing: ‘there can be no talk of Soviet hegemony.'? Simultaneously, he 
insisted that the Czechoslovaks should maintain ‘friendly’ relations 
with the USSR and support its foreign policy. In this sense, the treaty 
marked an important step in the emergence of a Soviet sphere in 
Eastern Europe. Indeed, soon after the December 1943 agreement 
high-ranking Soviet advisers began to emphasise the need for a strong 
post-war Czechoslovakia in order to make the country ‘the foremost 
bastion of our influence in central and south-eastern Europe'.?! In 
short, the Stalin-Beneš relationship offered distinct geopolitical 
advantages to both sides. 

At the ideological level, the underlying theoretical principle, 
tortuously evolved in Soviet ‘think tanks’ in the shifting conditions 
of 1943-45, was termed the ‘people’s democracy’ and was to be 
adopted in varying forms by all communist parties.” This concept, 
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emanating from the Comintern’s pre-war anti-fascist policy of the 
‘popular front’, was never systematically elaborated, but represented 
in essence a two-stage transition to socialism that eschewed both 
Western ‘bourgeois capitalist’ models and the Bolshevik ‘dictatorship 
of the proletariat’. The first stage would be a ‘national democratic 
revolution’, which through its progressive socialising measures would 
lay the foundations for a second socialist stage, though no time frame 
was placed on this eventuality and ‘socialism’ itself remained vaguely 
defined. Czechoslovakia was deemed an ideal location for the ‘peo- 
ple’s democratic’ experiment in that political cooperation between 
communists and non-communists, epitomised by the hopeful rela- 
tionship between Beneš and Gottwald, opened the possibility of a 
parliamentary, or at least non-violent, road to socialism. Soviet and 
KSC theorists envisaged a ‘National Front’ government in post-war 
Czechoslovakia as the structural basis of this ‘people’s democracy’. It 
was to be a left-leaning coalition in which the communists and their 
allies would ensure the legal enactment of a range of broadly popular 
political and socio-economic reforms. However, it was left unclear 
whether the ‘people’s democracy’ should be considered an end in 
itself as a longer-term evolutionary strategy for the forging of social- 
ism, or if it was merely a tactical interlude before the ultimate revolu- 
tionary seizure of one-party communist power. If it was the latter, the 
Czechoslovak communist leaders were faced with the acute problem 
of establishing the precise methods of, and timing for, the conquest 
of sole power. And Moscow rarely delivered definitive answers. I shall 
return to these debates in the next section. 

Stalin’s repeated protestations of non-intervention in Czechoslovak 
internal affairs were not completely disingenuous and formed part 
of his strategy of maintaining reasonable relations with his Western 
allies while asserting non-negotiable Soviet security needs in Eastern 
Europe, particularly in Poland. Hence, he was prepared to make 
not inconsiderable concessions. The first of these was the dissolu- 
tion of the Comintern in June 1943, partly as a sop to Churchill and 
Roosevelt, but primarily because he believed the organisation was 
largely redundant and hindered the independent development of 
national communist parties. After the war, Stalin refused to accept 
Yugoslav claims to portions of Italy and Austria; he counselled caution 
to the French, Italian and Belgian communists, who before spring 
1947 were members of their respective governments; he refrained 
from direct interference in the Greek Civil War which raged from 
1946-49 pitting British, and later US, backed nationalist monarchist 
forces against local communists; and after 1946 he rather reluctantly 
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conceded his designs on Turkey and northern Iran. All this does not 
mean that Soviet actions in Europe and beyond were not perceived 
as aggressive in Western government circles, but it does signify that 
Stalin wished to maintain maximum tactical flexibility and had no 
wish to plunge the world into a precipitous ‘Cold War’. 

As far as Czechoslovakia is concerned, Stalin appears to have fol- 
lowed a similar model of insisting on strict compliance in matters 
considered vital to Soviet security interests, but in most circumstances 
he contented himself with indirect influence through party subor- 
dinates and official diplomatic channels. Although Soviet influence 
was pervasive, it is difficult to discern any sustained ‘control’ in the 
country in the years 1945-48. Czechoslovakia was, after all, an inde- 
pendent state and not the sixteenth republic of the USSR. Before 
1949 there was no coherent or permanent network of Soviet political, 
military or security advisers in Czechoslovakia, the KSC retained its 
commitment to the National Front coalition until the crises of mid- 
to-late 1947 and, most important, the Red Army was removed from 
Czechoslovak territory in November 1945, together with US troops. 
However, it would be naive to assume that the Soviet leadership did 
not seek to sway the Prague government in both its internal and 
external policies, and as such Stalin and Foreign Minister Molotov 
were kept closely informed of developments via an elaborate com- 
munications nexus. This included comprehensive reports from 
several sources: the Soviet ambassador, Valerian Zorin, envoys des- 
patched from Moscow to Czechoslovakia on specialist missions, KSC 
dignitaries summarising recent events, and face-to-face meetings with 
Czechoslovak communist and non-communist ministers. On the basis 
of this information, Soviet East European experts periodically drew 
up ‘analytical memoranda’ on the state of affairs in Czechoslovakia, 
some of which were highly critical of communist tactics.” The general 
pattern appears to be that the dictator insisted on being kept abreast 
of events and would on occasion meet personally with Czechoslovak 
representatives, but delegated everyday oversight to underlings in the 
Soviet Central Committee apparatus and Foreign Ministry. 

There were, though, exceptions to this rule when Stalin deemed 
it necessary to intervene decisively in internal Czechoslovak affairs, 
limiting the autonomy of the government and severely testing its 
loyalty to the mutual friendship treaty. The first concerned the fate 
of Sub-Carpathian Ruthenia, the easternmost outpost of interwar 
Czechoslovakia bordering the Ukrainian Soviet Republic. Here, 
following the entry of the Red Army in autumn 1944, the Soviet 
authorities refused to hand over the territory to the Czechoslovak 
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plenipotentiary and fostered a ‘popular’ campaign among the 
inhabitants for incorporation into the USSR. Beneš at first demurred, 
but eventually agreed to the de facto annexation in a separate 
bilateral Soviet-Czechoslovak treaty signed in June 1945. Other 
complications arose towards the end of the war over the hierarchy 
of the Czechoslovak armed forces and the Soviets’ exhortation that 
Beneš should recognise the pro-Soviet Polish Lublin government. 
In both cases, Beneš again complied after initial misgivings. Later, 
in February 1947 Stalin insisted in no uncertain manner that the 
Prague government should ratify a treaty of alliance with Poland after 
the Czechoslovaks had dragged their feet for many months. Within 
ten days the agreement was signed in Warsaw. The eminent Czech 
historian Karel Kaplan has concluded that these ‘bitter experiences 
indicated that the Soviets had sufficient means at their disposal to 
enforce their interests’.** 

Nowhere was this compulsion more evident than in the intense 
controversy over the Marshall Plan. On 5 June 1947 US Secretary of 
State, George Marshall, announced a European Recovery Programme 
to stabilise the continent’s economic, and by implication political and 
social, order by the injection of large quantities of dollars. Coming 
only three months after the Truman Doctrine, which had pledged the 
USA to a worldwide crusade against communist expansionism, the 
plan’s main strategic aim was to ensure that the return of economic 
prosperity to Western Europe would marginalise the appeal of com- 
munism. Although the USSR and its allies in the emerging Soviet 
bloc were invited to participate in the plan, the offer was, according 
to the British and French Foreign Ministers, ‘little more than window 
dressing'.? The standard story is that the Czechoslovak coalition 
government at first eagerly accepted the American proposal, but was 
then forced by Stalin to repudiate it. In reality, it wasn’t quite that 
simple. Stalin himself was not consistent in his attitudes to Marshall 
Aid and the Czechoslovaks were also ambivalent to a certain extent.”° 
Initially, it appeared the Soviet response was entirely negative and Jan 
Masaryk, Czechoslovak Foreign Minister and respected son of the pre- 
war President, was concerned, at least publicly, that the plan might 
divide Europe rather than unify it. However, when the Czechoslovak 
government met on 24 June to discuss the American idea, Vladimir 
Clementis, communist State Secretary for Foreign Affairs, surprised 
his audience by stating that the Soviet authorities believed ‘it was 
suitable for Czechoslovakia to prepare itself and come up with an 
initial concept of the aid’. Steps were taken to this effect and on 
1 July Masaryk said that his government ‘with one voice welcomes’ the 
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US offer and on 7 July the enlarged cabinet Presidium unanimously 
agreed, communists included, that Czechoslovakia should participate 
in the preparatory conference for the Marshall Plan scheduled for 
12 July in Paris. 

Before this, on 5 July, Stalin had hardened his position deciding 
that the plan represented a danger of Western economic interference 
in the states of Eastern Europe and hence seriously threatened Soviet 
regional interests. Nevertheless, Moscow’s communications intimated 
that the Czechoslovaks, like other East Europeans, should attend the 
Paris conference, but once there reject the US and Anglo-French 
proposals and leave the meeting. By 8 July, crucially, “new circum- 
stances’ had convinced Stalin that the plan’s real aim was to ‘establish 
a Western bloc in which West Germany would be included’. In other 
words, ultimately it had anti-Soviet political, not economic, goals and 
therefore the Czechoslovaks should ‘refuse participation’. It is not the 
case that Stalin peremptorily summoned a Czechoslovak government 
delegation to Moscow to hear the Soviet veto directly from the ‘boss’: 
the Prague cabinet had already decided on 4 July that Masaryk and 
Gottwald should have talks with Stalin and Molotov in the Kremlin. 
The fateful meeting took place on 9 July. Almost immediately Stalin 
made it abundantly clear that if the Czechoslovaks participated in 
the Paris meeting they would be ‘objectively...helping to isolate 
the Soviet Union’, which meant breaking the terms of the Soviet- 
Czechoslovak friendship treaty. In his Manichean world view, it was 
clearly a test of the Czechoslovaks’ fealty to the USSR: were they 
friend or foe? In order to assuage Masaryk’s polite remonstrations, 
Stalin promised economic aid, industrial equipment and immediate 
grain supplies.” Back in Prague, on 10 July the government decided 
after fraught discussions to accept the Soviet ‘recommendation’. 
Masaryk summed up the stark reality of the situation, commenting 
bleakly: ‘I left for Moscow as Minister of Foreign Affairs of a sovereign 
state. I am returning as Stalin's stooge.” 

The Czech chronicler of these events, Karel Krátký, has judged 
that ‘not only the economic, but also the political independence of 
Eastern Europe ended in Stalin's office in the Kremlin on the night 
of 9 July...From this moment on, Czechoslovakia...stage by stage, 
shifted toward the Soviet bloc'.? It might be objected, however, that 
well before the Marshall Plan Prague had been drawn into the Soviet 
orbit, not least because after 1943 all Czechoslovak politicians, not 
just the communists, had avidly defended the mutual friendship 
treaty and viewed the USSR as the ultimate source of support against 
the greater evil: the threat of renewed German revanchism. Masaryk 


COMMUNISM ON THE ROAD TO POWER, 1945-48 35 


and other non-communist ministers may well have been sceptical 
about Soviet intentions and keen to maintain close economic rela- 
tions with the West, but in the final analysis they all chose to adhere 
to the Soviet line. To this extent, Stalin’s veto represented the logical 
culmination, not the unanticipated start, of Czechoslovakia’s depend- 
ency on Soviet foreign policy. 

Arguably, the most important outcome of the Marshall Plan 
was the Soviet determination to consolidate their grip on Eastern 
Europe. The Kremlin interpreted the plan, together with the Truman 
Doctrine and other “anti-communist' measures in the first half of 
1947, as clear evidence of an emergent aggressive ‘Anglo-American’ 
bloc, which aimed to divide the world into two antagonistic camps 
even at the risk of a new war. This hardening of the Soviet outlook 
took two forms: first, the formation of the Communist Information 
Bureau (Cominform) in September 1947 and, second, renewed pres- 
sure on local communist parties to adopt more systematic offensive 
tactics. The Cominform was a coordinating centre for the main 
European communist parties designed to unify their political and 
ideological strategies in line with Soviet practices and theories. It 
undoubtedly acted to tighten Moscow’s control over those parties 
and by extension push them towards more militant policies both 
at home and abroad. Even before its creation, however, and as the 
ferment over the Marshall Plan was brewing in late June 1947, a 
top Soviet analyst had despatched a detailed report to Stalin and 
other key leaders lambasting the KSC for its complacent emphasis 
on achieving a parliamentary majority, its lack of Marxist-Leninist 
organisational structures and its ‘limited’ propaganda against ‘reac- 
tionary elements’, who, backed by the ‘Anglo-Saxons’, were becom- 
ing increasingly assertive.” Such alarmist assessments, replicated by 
other stinging memoranda in September, can only have strengthened 
Moscow’s resolve to clamp down on its sphere of influence in Eastern 
Europe, including Czechoslovakia, turning the region into a unified 
Soviet-led bloc of communist satellites.*! We must now turn our atten- 
tion to internal developments in this battle for power. 


The Communists’ Tortuous Road to Power 


In this section I will discuss several interlocking controversial themes 
all of which are highly relevant for the eventual KSC takeover: the 
post-war National Front government and the communists’ empha- 
sis on a ‘national democratic revolution’ and a ‘Czechoslovak road 
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to socialism’; the transformation in the understanding of Czech 
national culture and history and the resultant ‘struggle for the soul 
of the nation’; the political dilemmas and relative weaknesses of 
the non-communist parties; the forcible expulsion of the Sudeten 
Germans and its socio-political consequences; Czech-Slovak relations 
and political affairs and intrigues in Slovakia; the view ‘from below’ 
in the trade union, factory council and women’s movements; and the 
political crises of autumn 1947 to February 1948, culminating in the 
formation of a communist-dominated cabinet. 


A ‘Czechoslovak Road to Socialism’? 


At crucial talks in Moscow in late March 1945, leading delegates from 
four Czech and two Slovak parties resolved to implement sweeping 
institutional changes which fundamentally transformed the country’s 
political landscape, prevented any return to the pre-war status quo 
and hence served as key factors in the rise of communism. All this was 
achieved behind closed doors and only many months later were the 
electorate permitted to have their say. Above all, the parties approved 
the composition of a new National Front government, a grand coali- 
tion of the KSC, the National Socialist Party, the Social Democratic 
Party, the People’s Party, the Slovak Communist Party (KSS) and the 
Slovak Democratic Party. The agreement emerged out of a strong 
consensual desire prevailing among both exiled politicians in London 
and Moscow and in Czechoslovak society at home for national unity 
and reconstruction and the need for a ‘new order’, following the 
traumas of Munich, anti-Nazi resistance, wartime occupation and the 
geopolitical and psychological rifts between Czechs and Slovaks. For 
the first time communists entered the Czechoslovak government and 
they were doubly represented in that the KSS was permitted equal 
status to the other parties, even though it was effectively, and increas- 
ingly, subordinate to the central KSC leadership in Prague. This was 
to be a multi-party system, but on the insistence of the communists 
the ‘collaborationist’ conservative right, notably the Agrarians and 
the Slovak People’s Party together with neo-fascist groups, were 
debarred and declared illegal. At a stroke, ‘bourgeois’ influence had 
been severely curtailed, shifting the spectrum of Czechoslovak poli- 
tics definitively to the left. More than this, the National Front concept 
left no room for a legal opposition as all coalition partners were col- 
lectively responsible for government policy. 

The composition of the new cabinet was confirmed relatively pain- 
lessly. Beneš was reinstalled as President of a newly proclaimed Third 
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Republic. A Social Democrat, Zdeněk Fierlinger, who was widely 
regarded as a communist sympathiser, was appointed Prime Minister 
and Gottwald became one of five Deputy Prime Ministers shared 
among the coalition parties. In an echo of the pre-war Fříka, these 
six men collectively formed the government Presidium which was to 
act as the supreme executive organ of the state. Absolutely crucial 
for future developments, the communists demanded and received 
five highly influential ministerial portfolios: Interior, Agriculture, 
Information, Labour and Social Security, and Education and Culture. 
A communist, Clementis, was also named State Secretary for Foreign 
Affairs under Masaryk, and in addition the Minister of National 
Defence, Ludvik Svoboda, though officially non-party, was, like 
Fierlinger, close to the communists. The other eight ministries were 
divided equally between the four non-communist parties. Thus, the 
KSC may not have been totally dominant, but it was in a very power- 
ful position and in the months after the war the party experienced 
a rapid increase in membership from around 25,000 to a staggering 
one million by March 1946. This spectacular growth was demon- 
strated most dramatically in the free elections in May of that year in 
which the communists won 40 per cent of the votes in Bohemia and 
Moravia, but only 30 per cent in Slovakia, to become the single larg- 
est party in parliament. It was a historic achievement — the highest 
percentage ever gained by a communist party anywhere in the world 
in unrigged elections. As a consequence, Gottwald was declared 
Prime Minister. 

It was also agreed in Moscow that the new government would 
pursue policies that were in line with the Soviet-inspired ‘people’s 
democracy’ strategy. For several months before the end of the war, 
Czechoslovak communists had been insisting on the need for a 
‘national democratic revolution’ and this concept formed the basis 
of the Košice Programme of the National Front, announced on 
5 April 1945 in the recently liberated eastern Slovak city of KoSice. 
The ‘national’ aspects of this revolution were to be the creation of 
a Czech and Slovak nation-state through the expulsion and expro- 
priation of the ‘traitorous’ Sudeten Germans and Magyars, the rec- 
ognition of Czech-Slovak equality and of a separate Slovak nation, 
and a strict orientation towards the USSR in foreign policy. The 
‘democratic’ features were the banning of right-wing ‘collaboration- 
ist’ parties and state-sponsored retribution against Czech ‘collabora- 
tors’ with the Nazi authorities, the purging of ‘reactionary’ officials 
in public administration, the armed forces and security services, a 
thoroughgoing land reform, and the endorsement of elected local 
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and district National Committees as the foundation of a new state 
administrative apparatus. These radical proposals were agreed by 
the non-communist parties, and some, above all the removal of the 
Germans, gained unanimous and enthusiastic support. As ever, unity 
was the watchword of the day. Overtly socialist socio-economic goals, 
such as large-scale nationalisation of industry or collectivisation of 
agriculture, were left off the agenda as, most definitely, was any talk 
of Soviets, socialisation and the seizure of power. The ratification of 
the Kosice Programme represented a great triumph for the commu- 
nists, particularly as it proved genuinely popular among wide strata 
of Czech and Slovak society. Independent public opinion surveys 
carried out in 1946 revealed that over 90 per cent of Czechs entirely 
agreed, or agreed with reservations, to the programme.” 

What was the prime goal of the KSC in the National Front govern- 
ment? For historians such as Kaplan the answer is unequivocal: ‘the 
aim was the monopoly of power...the Communists entered the coali- 
tion with the clear intention of monopolizing power by liquidating 
all democratic principles and in the process, the people’s democratic 
coalition itself.” Indeed, this was the overarching interpretation of 
many Western and émigré Czech scholars writing during the Cold 
War: between 1945 and 1948 the communists implemented a care- 
fully wrought master plan, ‘operation grand deceit’, to seize total 
power with the support of Moscow." Did not Gottwald himself say 
in February 1946 that the party possessed ‘sufficient means’, includ- 
ing ‘arms’, to ‘correct simple mechanical voting'?? While there 
is no doubt that the communists sought to construct a socialist 
Czechoslovakia closely aligned with the USSR and never lost sight of 
politics as a locus of power struggle (which political party ever does?), 
the teleological thesis outlined above is problematic for two reasons. 
First, it tends to demonise the ‘omniscient’ party leaders and fails to 
acknowledge the heterogeneity of the KSČ and the flexible nature of 
communist policies, which had to adapt to rapidly changing political 
and international events. It also presupposes that Gottwald and his 
colleagues had a moderate public programme of winning over the 
masses, while adhering to a ‘secret’ plan to enforce one-party rule. 
No conclusive evidence exists for the latter. An alternative view is that 
communist oligarchs and intellectuals possessed ‘neither a precon- 
ceived, preformulated strategy designed to carry them to power nor 
a complete conception of how the state would look at various stages 
along the way’.*° What is more, the entire National Front structure, its 
principle of cross-party cooperation and the intermediate goals of the 
‘national democratic revolution’ were predicated on the main tenets 
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of Soviet foreign policy at the time, which aimed as far as possible to 
preserve the Grand Alliance and maintain amicable East-West rela- 
tions. Why would Gottwald have the temerity to undermine Stalin’s 
strategy by planning a risky coup? It seems more feasible that the 
party leaders, though undoubtedly having political power in their 
sights, were uncertain of the path to achieve it and tortuously groped 
their way towards a mechanism for seizing power as Cold War ten- 
sions grew in 1947. 

The second problem with ‘operation grand deceit’ is that it 
dismisses as a mere ruse the theory of a ‘Czechoslovak road to 
socialism’, which from autumn 1946 to summer 1947 lay at the heart 
of KSC policy. The idea was inherent in the ‘people’s democracy’ 
and ‘national democratic revolution’ strategies of 1943-45, but the 
immediate catalyst for it was Stalin’s recognition in August 1946 of 
a peaceful ‘parliamentary road’ to socialism avoiding the blood- 
shed of the Bolshevik experience. It was then applied to several 
East European countries, Gottwald first outlining it publicly in a 
speech in October 1946, in which he talked of a ‘new type of democ- 
racy’ in Czechoslovakia distinct from Russian conditions in 1917.7 
A month earlier at a KSC Central Committee plenum he had gone 
further, asserting that ‘this path, our path, is our own — special, 
longer...more roundabout'.? This cautious emphasis on a specific, 
gradual and by implication democratic transition to socialism 
more attuned to indigenous Czechoslovak political culture and 
levels of socio-economic development and eschewing overt forms 
of political repression struck deep chords among the party intel- 
ligentsia and many rank-and-file members, even perhaps among 
some non-communist workers and intellectuals. It was also suf 
ficiently ambiguous to offer hope to the more radical elements in 
the party who found it difficult to renounce the Comintern herit- 
age of revolutionary activism and devotion to the Soviet prototype. 
However, the concept of ‘national roads’ remained fatally ill-defined: 
what exactly was this ‘new type’ of democracy in terms of institutions 
and mentalities? Did the ‘Czechoslovak road’ simply envisage a dif- 
ferent way to power or a different model of power? Was it merely a 
parliamentary route to a one-party state??? These crucial questions 
were never adequately explored or resolved, and it appears that 
ultimately the Stalinised hierarchy of the KSC was not equipped, 
theoretically or practically, to articulate a concrete vision of a social- 
ist state that diverged significantly from their preferred option of a 
‘dictatorship of the proletariat’. And nor after mid-1947 were they 
permitted to do so by their Soviet overlords.“ 
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‘The Struggle for the Soul of the Nation’ 


Bradley Abrams has persuasively argued that a cardinal precondi- 
tion of the communists’ victory in February 1948 was their ability to 
win the battle over a new conception of the nation, its history and 
future; or, to be more precise, the Czech nation and its past.“ In this 
important insight, communist success was as much cultural as strictly 
political: they ‘won’ the hearts and minds of large numbers of people 
in the towns and villages across the country as much as in the rarefied 
corridors of power in Prague. Immediately after the war communist 
intellectuals began to focus on the need for a profound ‘revision of 
the national character’ as a means of restoring certainty, belief and 
a sense of unified purpose to an exhausted, disoriented and radical- 
ised population. In doing so, they strongly implied the communists’ 
commitment to patriotism, the ‘nation’ and their association with 
the innate ‘progressive’ proclivities of the ‘people’. Often explicit 
in this was a pronounced anti-German rhetoric as the Czechoslovak 
communists, regardless of their Marxist internationalist pretensions, 
were not averse to exploiting nationalist sentiments and popular ani- 
mosities harboured over many centuries and massively exacerbated 
by wartime experiences. The obverse of this approach was an insist- 
ence on redemption ‘from the East’, identifying Slavic brotherhood, 
the Soviet Union and the ‘glorious’ Red Army as the guarantors not 
just of Czechoslovak sovereignty, but of all the smaller Slavic peoples 
in their historic contest with Germandom and other national oppres- 
sors. The future, so it seemed, lay in the East, not least because of the 
perceived superiority of the Soviet system which had crushed Nazism. 

This cultural offensive was an integral component of the party’s 
vision of the ‘national democratic revolution’, and was summed up 
by the new Minister of Information, Vaclav Kopecky, thus: ‘our new 
culture...should be national in form, and in content democratic, 
from the people, and progressive’. Time and again, the theorists 
portrayed the communists as the vanguard of the nation, of freedom, 
democracy, peace and progress. Time and again, they hammered 
away at the historical links between the present-day communists and 
the age-old democratic traditions of the Czech people. In this impor 
tant sense, the communists were able to redefine the national myth 
of ‘inherent’ Czech democracy and humanism by charting a direct 
line of continuity between themselves and the historic symbols and 
representatives of this ‘progressive’ political culture: Jan Hus, the 
White Mountain, the national awakeners of the nineteenth century, 
even Masaryk. As Zdeněk Nejedlý, the influential communist Minister 


COMMUNISM ON THE ROAD TO POWER, 1945-48 41 


of Education, put it: ‘we truly are the continuers and inheritors of 
the best and most national strivings and yearnings of the popular 
layers...of our nation’. In short, the popular understanding of history 
was partially distorted and made into a ‘usable past’ for contemporary 
ideological goals and in the process the picture was convincingly por- 
trayed of the KSC as a patriotic, even nationalist, party rooted in, and 
successfully reappropriating, the democratic and radical traditions 
of the Czech people and remoulding them in a socialist direction. 
Indeed, this patriotic, and by extension anti-German, essence of the 
communists, so it was claimed, had been abundantly proven by their 
sacrifices in the resistance movement which had demonstrated their 
‘deep love for the nation in the most critical times, at Munich and in 
the Second World War’. 

A remarkable aspect of the communists’ cultural onslaught was the 
virtual hegemonic position that they were able to achieve. None of 
their erstwhile opponents, with the exception of tenacious Catholic 
intellectuals in, or close to, the People’s Party, successfully articu- 
lated an alternative independent vision of the Czech past, present 
and future. Even renowned democratic literati, such as Ferdinand 
Peroutka and Vaclav Cerny, were reluctant to dismiss the communist 
message. This was largely because public discourse on democracy, 
socialism, national identity and politics in general had experienced 
an almost seismic shift since Munich.“ ‘Democracy’ in post-war 
Czechoslovakia, as elsewhere, was not an uncontested static concept. 
It was subject to redefinition and re-elaboration and had different 
meanings in different contexts. So, in the Czechoslovak conditions 
of 1938-48, democracy had been partially unchained from its ‘old 
world’ liberal parliamentary free market connotations and came to 
signify a ‘socialising democracy’ or ‘new order’, embracing social 
and welfare reform, economic justice, state intervention for national 
reconstruction, a prominent role for the working people, and a 
debourgeoisified and de-Germanised ‘national culture’, or what the 
communists called *people's democracy’. Similarly ‘socialism’, which 
was just one, albeit influential, current in pre-war Czechoslovak 
politics, became the basic framework of post-war political and social 
activity, creating the moral conditions for a ‘harmonious national 
community’ and an ‘authentic’ way of life, although the concrete 
meaning of ‘socialism’ was rarely spelt out. These attitudes, to a 
greater or lesser extent, prevailed among all Czech and Slovak politi- 
cal parties after 1945, but were most persuasively propagandised by 
the KSC which was able to project its vision of a progressive industrial 
modernity in a nation-state of Czechs and Slovaks. The communist 
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triumph in the May 1946 elections appeared to vindicate this strategy. 
But why were the non-communists comparatively so weak? 


The Non-Communist Dilemma 


Ever since the communist takeover, Czechoslovak politics in the 
period 1945-48 have been conceptualised by the losers as an uneven 
battle between the adherents of ‘democracy’ and ‘totalitarianism’. 
Was it not clear that the former — the National Socialists, the People’s 
Party, Social Democrats and the Slovak Democratic Party — were 
fighting the latter in the name of freedom, parliamentarianism and 
respect for human and civil rights? Was it not the case that the com- 
munists, conspicuously backed by Moscow, consciously deceived the 
population about their intentions, grossly abused their ministerial 
portfolios and engaged in the ‘politics of the street’ while the demo- 
crats, left high and dry by a supine West, were meticulously honest 
and played by the constitutional rules of the game? Were not the com- 
munists, regardless of their impressive showing in the 1946 elections, 
in the minority with their popularity falling even further in 1947-48? 
In light of the subsequent Stalinisation of the country and the Cold 
War ruptures of the 1950s and beyond, this rendition appeared pal- 
pably obvious, and still today it holds a strong fascination for many 
Czech and Slovak historians. Indeed, it is not altogether misleading, 
and two key aspects of it in particular cannot be dismissed: the com- 
munists’ abuse of power in the ministries under their control, notably 
the interior (police and security services), and, as we have seen, the 
party leaders’ deliberate ambiguity on whether the ‘dictatorship of 
the proletariat’ was their ultimate goal. On neither issue was the KSC 
prepared to compromise. 

However, the ‘democracy versus totalitarianism’ dichotomy tends 
to obscure the complex interrelationships between the parties and 
oversimplifies the battle lines. For a start, all parties essentially con- 
curred over the central components of the Košice Programme and 
the broad direction of post-war domestic and foreign policy: all 
agreed on the banning and punishment of ‘collaborators’, on the 
violent expulsion and expropriation of the Germans and Magyars, 
on radical social and land reforms, on the introduction of state plan- 
ning and the nationalisation of large enterprises, on the ‘regulated 
democracy’ of the National Front, and, as we shall see, on the need 
to limit Slovak autonomy. On the crucial issue of pro-Sovietism as 
a vital counter-weight to perceived German revanchism there was 
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absolute unanimity.“ Neither was there anything ‘liberal’ about much 
of the rhetoric and actions of the non-communists, including Beneš, 
when it came to anti-German ‘cleansing’. More than this, there was a 
measure of political trust between the coalition partners, at least until 
the imminent crises of 1947, and this blurring of the boundary lines 
tended to disarm citizens in the showdown of February 1948. Rather 
than the image of endless principled disputes between uncompromis- 
ing antagonists, as portrayed in the ‘democracy against communism’ 
argument, the reality was consensual politics and mutual concessions 
tempered by intermittent confrontation over specific policies and 
proposals. Disputes there certainly were, but, outside of the 1946 
electoral campaign which was quite bitter, any clashes were gener- 
ally confined behind closed doors or to the party press. That said, 
the non-communists were caught in an unenviable dilemma which 
exposed their comparative weakness: no opposition to the commu- 
nist-inspired National Front programme could be publicly expressed 
without undermining the veil of unanimity and collective respon- 
sibility. Hence, any criticism that was aired could be convincingly 
construed as ‘oppositional’ activity threatening ‘national unity’ and 
breaking the political consensus. No party wished to be tarred with 
this brush. 

The limitations on democratic practices and the effective ban on 
overt clashes of opinion hamstrung the non-communists, especially 
the National Socialists who were the communists’ main rivals and 
who often criticised specific KSC policies in the coalition government. 
However, the National Socialists had very few convincing alternative 
proposals and their electoral manifesto relied on broad slogans and 
a Czech nationalist appeal, largely to the urban middle strata. They 
appear not to have adequately perceived the depth of political and 
social rethinking in much of society, which meant that their noble 
conceptions of defending parliamentary democracy failed to rally 
mass support during the crisis of February 1948. Moreover, the party, 
while numbering over 600,000 members in early 1948, was sporadically 
organised and in many communities and factories it had no represen- 
tation at all." The Catholic People’s Party was the only explicitly non- 
socialist party, but it was badly divided, especially after the May 1946 
elections in which it gained less than 16 per cent of the nationwide 
vote. Thereafter a right-wing rebellion was launched ending in the 
expulsion of its leader and interminable internal wrangling. Perhaps 
precisely because the party strongly defended conservative social and 
religious values and the need for private enterprise and ownership, it 
was regarded by many as behind the times, even ‘reactionary’. 
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The major difficulty for the Social Democrats was how to carve 
out a clear separate identity from the communists, not least because 
as self-proclaimed Marxists they fully endorsed the radical post-war 
changes and shared a deep commitment to a planned economy 
and nationalised industry. Like the other non-communist parties, 
the Social Democrats were devastated by their poor showing in the 
elections (12 per cent), which was partly the result of the physical 
loss, and legal disenfranchisement, of very large numbers of Sudeten 
German workers and activists who had formed an important back- 
bone of the party in the interwar period. Following the elections, 
the right and centre demanded that the party leadership under the 
communist sympathiser, Fierlinger, adopt more independent poli- 
cies and distance itself from the KSC. The rifts over this issue were 
so profound that the party almost split at its congress in November 
1947 and in this weakened divided state the Social Democrats proved 
highly susceptible to communist infiltration. 

The pivotal outcome of these inner and intra-party schisms was 
that, despite the grave doubts that many non-communist politicians 
privately harboured about communist intentions and the direction of 
the National Front, they were unable to forge any real sense of cross- 
party unity until it was too late in 1948, and even then no firm anti- 
communist united front could be formed. Political, ideological and 
personal rivalries precluded such solidarity. What is more, this lack of 
internal cohesion among the three non-communist parties facilitated 
the communists’ ‘fellow traveller’ campaign which aimed, quite suc- 
cessfully, to subvert the parties from within by wooing, encouraging 
and ultimately intimidating pro-KSC ‘leftists’, of whom Fierlinger was 
just one example. Finally, the great hopes that the National Socialists 
in particular placed on Western intervention and help never materi- 
alised. Beyond verbal support and somewhat reluctant and belated 
promises of economic aid, Western officials such as US ambassador 
to Prague, Laurence Steinhardt, could offer no succour to the non- 
communists. The West had in reality given up on Czechoslovakia by 
1947, perceiving it to be de facto part of the Soviet sphere. 


The Consequences of the German Expulsion 


At first glance, it is not immediately apparent how the forced resettle- 
ment and expropriation of almost three million Germans in 1945-46 
affected the communist rise to power. Euphemistically referred to by 
Czechs as a ‘transfer’, the vast ethnic expulsion was carried out in 
two stages: the first wave, known as the ‘wild transfer’ (divoký odsun), 
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occurred between May and August 1945 and was accompanied by 
widespread ‘revolutionary’ vigilante violence and brutality born of 
six years of daily humiliation and repression under the Protectorate. 
In this rampage, 650,000 to 800,000 Sudeten Germans fled or 
were ejected to what was left of war ruined Germany and Austria. 
Although the conventional wisdom is that these horrific events were 
largely spontaneous explosions of pogrom-like fury from below’, 
R. M. Douglas in his recent detailed assessment maintains that gen- 
erally ‘the worst atrocities...were perpetrated not by mobs but by 
troops, police, and others acting under color of authority’. In short, 
it suited the central and local governments’ agenda to remove as 
many Germans as rapidly as possible. The second phase, ratified by 
the Big Three at the Potsdam Conference in August 1945, was more 
organised and better supervised, but nevertheless entailed much 
unnecessary compulsion, hardship and arbitrariness. Ministry of 
Interior orders from October 1945 give a flavour of the indiscrimi- 
nate nature of the early ‘organised’ expulsions. Local abuses were 
commonplace, including the banishment of Social Democrats and 
other 'anti-fascist Germans and ‘harsh actions’ even against those 
who had suffered in Nazi concentration camps.” These expulsions to 
the American zone of occupied Germany lasted until October 1946 
and affected approximately 2.2 million people, whose land, property 
and businesses were confiscated and gradually redistributed. 

It is estimated that 19,000 to 30,000 Germans were murdered, 
mainly in the ‘wild transfer’, and many more thousands died from 
disease, exhaustion, hunger and maltreatment in labour camps and 
on ‘death marches’, even in ‘massacres’ such as the one at Ústí nad 
Labem on 31 July 1945 in which up to 100-150 Germans were killed. 
By 1947, a mere 170,000 Germans remained in Czechoslovakia, 
deprived of their rights and doing their best to eke out a meagre exist- 
ence.*! The overall result was that the Czech lands became essentially 
nationally homogeneous and in the country as a whole the proportion 
of Czechs and Slovaks grew from 64 per cent in 1921 to 94 per cent 
in 1950.” In Slovakia, the planned removal of the substantial Magyar 
minority was blocked by the Allies, but the Prague and Budapest 
governments eventually agreed that some 74,000 Hungarians should 
be exchanged for a roughly equal number of Slovaks resident in 
Hungary. This left over half a million ethnic Magyars in southern and 
eastern parts of Slovakia. 

The German expulsion was rooted in the highly dubious assump- 
tion of ‘collective guilt’ — ‘all Germans are Nazis’ — and based on a 
Czech national consensus that ‘only the removal of ethnic minorities 


46 COMMUNIST CZECHOSLOVAKIA, 1945-89 


could ensure the long-term security of the state’. Only those 
individuals who could prove their active ‘anti-fascist’ credentials, 
were deemed experts or irreplaceable skilled workers or were in 
mixed marriages could be reprieved, and even these caveats were 
often ignored. The President himself led the way, issuing a series of 
so-called ‘Benes Decrees’ in the summer of 1945, which legalised the 
expulsions and deprived Germans of their citizenship and properties. 
In one speech he insisted: ‘we must de-Germanize our republic... 
names, regions, towns, customs — everything that can possibly be 
de-Germanized must go’. It was a veritable ‘national cleansing’ of 
‘unreliable aliens’ couched in the phraseology of ‘historic justice’ and 
the need for a ‘united national state of Czechs and Slovaks’ based on 
the notion of national-ethnic purity. As such it is difficult to overesti- 
mate the political, socio-economic, cultural and psychological effects 
of these actions, which totally ruptured centuries of Czech-German 
cohabitation in all their manifold dimensions, or what one senior 
Czech historian called a ‘partnership of conflict? At a minimum it 
must be concluded that the violent expulsions, combined with the 
retribution trials also implemented under the ‘Beneš Decrees’, which 
were directed against ex-Nazi officials and their Czech collaborators 
and enforced with ferocious zeal, contributed to a partial moral 
breakdown and were used by the communists to eradicate class and 
ideological ‘enemies’. Indeed, in the years 1945-48 in the Czech 
provinces alone 723 death sentences were pronounced, of which 686 
were actually carried out, by some way the highest ratio (95 per cent) 
in the whole of Europe and, it should be noted, far exceeding the 
number of judicial executions during the Stalinist terror of 1949-54.°° 

In the short term, the forced deportations opened up vast scope for 
patronage in that the properties and land of the expelled were redis- 
tributed to over 1.5 million mainly Czech, but also some Slovak and 
Magyar, ‘new settlers’, most of whom were from deprived backgrounds 
and therefore perhaps disproportionately susceptible to the commu- 
nists’ egalitarian and nationalist rhetoric. Initially, these opportuni- 
ties for loot, housing stock and land were bagged by thousands of 
‘gold diggers’ and profiteers, but they were soon brought under the 
administration of the communistrun Ministries of Agriculture and 
Interior and the Settlement Office, and it is here that we can detect 
a clear correlation between the expulsions and growing communist 
popularity. It is well known that the percentage of votes cast for the 
KSČ in the resettled borderlands in the May 1946 parliamentary 
elections was substantially higher than the national average. In the 
north Bohemian electoral districts of Ústí nad Labem, Karlovy Vary 
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and Liberec the party gained 56.4, 53.6 and 48.3 per cent respectively 
while nationally it won 38 per cent." In some towns and localities 
the proportion was higher still. Communist leverage and largesse, 
resulting in upward social mobility and economic advancement for 
very large numbers of under-privileged Czechs, had evidently worked. 

But the forced deportations meant far more than this tangible, even 
cynical, causal interrelationship. They left a demographic vacuum of 
huge proportions, a highly industrialised and fertile region denuded 
of skilled labour, ‘bourgeois’ entrepreneurs, traders, merchants and 
expert farmers, all of whom had to be replaced. In sum, they changed 
the social, ethnic and class composition of the country and in the 
process created the perfect laboratory, a virtual tabula rasa, for a 
major state-planned social transformatory experiment: the construc- 
tion of a new ‘socialist modernity’. As Eagle Glassheim has brilliantly 
argued, ‘the general thrust of Communist policy for the region, above 
all the promotion of a rationalized, modern, labor-friendly indus- 
trial and agricultural identity’, struck deep chords among the new 
incomers many of whom enthusiastically embraced the communists’ 
manufacture of a strong productivist regional character and pride, 
while materially benefiting from local communist patronage and 
pro-labour policies. Among the latter were organisational measures 
‘offering the disoriented settlers the solidarity of unions, political 
clubs, and agricultural societies’ and pithy class-based gestures such 
as ‘opening the great spas of [the region]...to workers...with the 
once-animated elite social scene yielding to a populist and utilitar- 
ian focus on the health of laborers’.** It appeared that the endlessly 
repeated communist mantra of ‘we are building a new democratic 
order’ in the interests of the common people was actually grounded 
in reality. At least it seemed so in parts of Bohemia and Moravia. But 
what was happening in Slovakia in these critical years? 


The Slovak Question 


Conditions in post-war Slovakia stood in marked contrast to the Czech 
lands in important ways. The Slovak Communist Party was weaker, the 
Democratic Party, an ill-assorted amalgam of Protestant and Catholic 
politicians and resistance fighters, was stronger. Religion, in the form 
of political Catholicism, was popularly embedded and influential. 
The economy was less industrialised, the working class less numerous 
and the Magyar minority, not the German, was the prime internal 
‘enemy’. Slovak politics was also overshadowed by two massively 
complex interlinked phenomena: on the one hand, the legacy of 
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the wartime authoritarian collaborationist Slovak clerical state and 
the domestic resistance movement, and on the other, the convoluted 
post-war constitutional arrangements and tensions between the 
authorities in Bratislava, the Slovak capital, and the centralised gov- 
ernment in Prague. An intractable question haunted Czech-Slovak 
relations at all levels: how much autonomy, if any, should the Slovaks 
be granted while maintaining a functional, united and defensible 
state? This fundamental issue, which divided Czech and Slovak com- 
munists as much as non-communists and sundered the two commu- 
nities in general, was never satisfactorily mediated throughout the 
transition years 1945-48, continued to rumble just below the surface 
for the entire period of communist rule and was only ‘solved’ on 1 
January 1993 with the creation of two separate entities, the Czech and 
Slovak Republics. 

In December 1943, an underground Slovak National Council 
(Slovenská národná rada — SNR) was jointly established by communist 
and non-communist political leaders as the organisational focal point 
of the resistance movement against the nominally independent, but 
pro-German, Slovak clerical regime led by Father Jozef Tiso. The 
climax of the SNR’s resistance was the mass National Uprising of 
August-October 1944, which, although brutally crushed by supe- 
rior Nazi forces, was a hugely significant moral and political state- 
ment strengthening elite and popular demands for post-war Slovak 
autonomy within a reconstituted Czechoslovak state, and also acting 
as a symbol of Czech-Slovak rehabilitation and reunification. The 
heightened sense of national self-affirmation even affected the for- 
mally ‘internationalist’ home-based Slovak communists such as Gustáv 
Husak. In its maximal guise, it was a federalist desire that clashed une- 
quivocally with the centralist beliefs of Beneš's government-in-exile. 
Therefore, after tough negotiations between communist and non- 
communist Czech and Slovak political representatives a compromise 
was worked out as part of the Košice Programme, whereby the new 
republic ‘officially recognised the existence of separate Czech and 
Slovak nations, each with its own separate language, and promised 
sweeping autonomy to Slovakia’. From now on, Czech-Slovak rela- 
tions would be ‘equal with equal’. Gottwald called it, with a fair degree 
of exaggeration, the Slovak ‘Magna Carta’. The SNR and its execu- 
tive branch, the Board of Commissioners, both of which had equal 
Communist and Democratic Party representation, were to form the 
basis of post-war Slovak government and selfadministration.? The 
agreement was essentially a victory for the Slovak autonomists, but it 
was successively whittled down in the face of harsh political realities. 
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The most important of these was the election triumph of the 
Democratic Party in May 1946. It gained a huge 62 per cent of 
the vote to the communists’ 30 per cent, a result which assured the 
Democrats a dominant position in the SNR and which was to have 
long-lasting repercussions. Whereas before the election, Slovak 
communists and Democrats had collaborated relatively well in gov- 
ernment, thereafter the KSS decided, in concord with the Czech 
communists, that as power in Slovakia had shifted into the hands of 
the ‘reactionaries’ it was necessary to launch a campaign to under 
mine the Democratic Party and its Catholic affiliates, some of whom 
were former adherents of the wartime Slovak clerical state. In light 
of the growing cooperation between the Democrats and political 
Catholicism, the non-communist Czech parties also wished to see the 
authority of the Slovak national organs reduced, fearing potential 
‘dualism’ as a threat to state unity and an indication of a maturing 
‘Slovak problem’. This tentative cross-party alliance culminated in 
the so-called Third Prague Agreement signed on 28 June 1946 by all 
six Czech and Slovak parties, including, reluctantly, the Democrats. 
Under its terms, the jurisdiction of the SNR was severely restricted 
and the Board of Commissioners was effectively subordinated to 
the central government. The KSS leaders in Bratislava, who had not 
entirely renounced their zeal for self-rule, apparently believed this 
was a temporary arrangement that would be annulled after the instal- 
lation of a future communist government. It turned out to be perma- 
nent. A key reason for this was that the Slovak communists were split 
between ‘centralists’, such as Viliam Siroky and Julius Ďuriš, who were 
closer to Gottwald and other Czech party leaders in Prague, and more 
nationally inclined figures like Husák, Ladislav Novomeský and Karol 
Šmidke, who remained in Bratislava and, while loyal communists, 
were better attuned to the intricacies of Slovak politics and popular 
sentiment. Relations between the two factions were poor and it is fair 
to say that the eventual rise to pre-eminence of the former spelt the 
death-knell for the communist proponents of Slovak autonomy. 

Regardless of these internal disputes, in the course of 1947 the 
communists intensified their campaign against the Democratic Party 
and by autumn there was a full-scale crisis in Slovakia, a component 
of the bitter political power struggles that preceded the KSČ tri- 
umph. The crux of the KSS attack was that the Democratic Party, so 
it was alleged by the communist-controlled security services, had ties 
to organisations led by supporters of the war-time Slovak ‘clerico- 
fascist’ state who, by definition, represented a threat to the integrity 
of the republic. Hence, there should be a purge of Slovak public 


50 COMMUNIST CZECHOSLOVAKIA, 1945-89 


administration, including several top Democratic Party functionaries. 
The trial of the Slovak state's President, Father Tiso, which galvanised 
the whole country from December 1946 to April 1947, afforded a 
prime opportunity to strike at the unity of the Democrats. By insist- 
ing on the death penalty and Tiso's execution on two counts of 
treason, the communists believed they could engineer a split in the 
Democratic Party, whose leaders had agreed with Catholic politicians 
that Tiso would be given a light sentence. The failure to achieve this 
would, it was believed, force the Catholics to create their own party, 
one that was possibly more amenable to communist pressure and 
solicitation than the intransigent Democrats. In the event, Tiso’s con- 
troversial execution on 18 April 1947 did not compel a rupture in the 
Democratic Party, whereupon Slovakia drifted into a series of political 
intrigues, accusations and counter-accusations. These culminated in 
the ‘Slovak conspiracy’ of autumn 1947 in which the security services 
essentially fabricated an anti-republic underground plot involving 
leading Democratic Party politicians, one of whom, though innocent, 
was forced to resign. The intermediate result was a reconfiguring of 
the composition of the Slovak governing bodies so that no one party 
had a majority. The definitive outcome was Husak’s dismissal of all 
non-communist ministers on 21 February 1948. 


The View From Below’: The Labour and Women’s Movements 


One of the great under-explored mysteries of the communists’ road 
to power is that while successive generations of historians have noted 
the mass nature of the KSC - over 1.2 million members by spring 
1947 — they have written very little about the activity, views and moti- 
vations of these ‘ordinary’ people. It is as if they were mere automata 
manipulated by the party executive in Prague without any real human 
agency to shape their own destinies. Indeed, till today this crucial 
micro-history is largely terra incognita and several fundamental ques- 
tions remain unanswered. What did it mean to be a ‘mass party’ and 
what did the influx of new KSC members in 1945-46 signify for party 
policies, ideology and discipline? Were the recruits more ‘revolution- 
ary’ than the party leadership in the early post-war period pushing 
the party to the ‘left’, or were they largely apolitical ‘opportunists’ 
diluting the party's commitment to Marxism-Leninism? How, if at all, 
did rank-and-file members influence the strategies and tactics of the 
top brass and, finally, what role did the ‘people’ play in the dramatic 
‘February Days’ and the seizure of power, not just in Prague but in 
other towns and villages? That said, we can attempt to examine the 
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impact of the working class in the trade union and factory council 
movements and how the communists sought to channel these 
officially independent labour organisations; the degree to which 
the KSC was able to penetrate everyday working-class life and local 
administration; and, finally, the less successful communist stance on 
the long-debated ‘woman question’. 

At the end of the war, labour leaders and many workers themselves 
expressed a fierce desire for unity to reconstruct the nation and 
state on new foundations. Organisationally, this sense of solidarity 
manifested itself in the creation of a single ‘Revolutionary Trade 
Union Movement’ (Revoluční odborové hnutí — ROH) to be led by a 
Central Trade Union Council (Ústřední rada odborů — ÚRO). The early 
post-war weeks and months also saw the establishment in large num- 
bers of enterprises of extremely powerful factory councils (závodní 
rady), the prime tasks of which were to represent the interests of the 
workforce, oversee renewal of production and purge workplaces of 
‘collaborators’ and discredited officials, especially in former German- 
owned plants. These spontaneous developments reflected the revolu- 
tionary élan of many workers and were initially beyond the control of 
any political party. The relationship between the burgeoning factory 
councils and trade unions was never adeguately addressed, but it was 
the firm belief of the communists that the latter should be superior 
to the former, and that both should be subordinate to the economic 
and production goals of the new National Front government. This 
meant, in essence, bringing the factory councils and unions under 
KSČ control in line with the Stalinist notion of labour organisations as 
‘transmission belts’ for party directives. In practice this entailed over- 
coming syndicalist tendencies, limiting the independent powers of 
the factory councils, and centralising and bureaucratising the unions. 
This process was in part enabled by the predominance of communist 
trade unionists in ÚRO, notably the experienced Antonin Zápotocký, 
who was elected its chair on 7 June 1945, and by communist leader- 
ship of the main unions such as the miners and metalworkers. Indeed, 
the history of working-class institutions in the years 1945—48 shows the 
incremental hegemony, many would say manipulation, of the KSC so 
that by the time of the February crisis the party leaders could rely on 
mass displays of organised, almost ritualised, support. 

However, this image of cynical communist manipulation is not 
quite the full picture. The KSČwas the most organised and disciplined 
party, it espoused clear, decisive and in many ways moderate policies 
on labour and economic issues, while the Social Democrats, who were 
to the ‘left’ of the communists in their demands for the wide-scale 
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nationalisation of industry, and the National Socialists proved largely 
incapable of elaborating coherent alternative proposals, more often 
than not deferring to communist union leaders. The communists 
also enjoyed a near hegemonic role in crucial industrial areas, such 
as ‘Red Kladno’, and powerful positions in the Ostrava-Karvina steel 
and coal belt, even in the traditional Social Democratic stronghold 
of Plzeň.“! But more than this, as Lenka Kalinová has demonstrated, 
the KSČ, through its dominance in the trade union movement and at 
the factory level, sponsored cultural, sporting and educational activi- 
ties for workers creating a rich collective social life. For example, by 
the end of 1946 over 1,500 factory clubs were in existence arranging 
hundreds of stage and film performances, organising trips to cinemas 
and theatres, distributing free tickets to employees and setting up 
amateur theatre, musical, sporting and physical training events in 
which large numbers of workers participated. Young worker-members 
of the Union of Youth spent much of their free time on ‘brigades’, 
and unions established so-called ‘schools of labour’ offering special- 
ist tuition for thousands of functionaries. In helping to develop these 
cultural, sporting and educational opportunities, the communists 
were in part able to harness the post-war optimistic moods and satisfy 
common strivings for a better existence after the suffering, fear and 
poverty of the war.® In short, it can be argued that the KSC success- 
fully engaged in the ‘politics of the everyday’, forging an embedded 
working-class culture and powerful sense of identity. To this extent, 
it was a mass party not only in terms of membership, but also in that 
it penetrated, and not always in negative ways, the lives of millions of 
‘ordinary’ people. The benefits were reaped in February 1948. 

The communists also took pains to influence and direct the daily 
administration of local, district and regional government. The key 
institutions here were the National Committees (národní výbory) 
which on communist insistence were created throughout the country 
in the immediate aftermath of the war as popular democratic bod- 
ies responsible for a very wide range of social, welfare and security 
activities, including the purging of Germans and ‘collaborators’ from 
the public services. Originally conceived on a parity basis among the 
political parties, these organisations were relatively soon dominated 
by the communists, who by May 1946 had 46.6 per cent of local Czech 
National Committee chairmen in their ranks.” The internal organi- 
sational structure of the KSC was likewise designed to be democratic 
with a network of regional, district and basic branches in factories 
and localities where ten-member sub-groups were envisaged as ‘a 
two-way channel of communication between the leadership and the 
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members’ enabling rapid mobilisation of the entire party.““ Broad 
internal party discussions on key issues, such as the ‘Czechoslovak 
road to socialism’, also offered ordinary members the opportunity to 
air their views, doubts and grievances. However, in practice, as in all 
communist parties, the higher organs tended to dictate to the lower 
and there was a strong emphasis on party discipline and Leninist 
‘centralism’. One reason for this was that many new recruits had 
either transferred from other parties, were unschooled in Marxism 
or were outright careerists. Indeed, in the second half of 1947 the 
party executive noted a growth in passivity among members and a 
lack of experienced political organisers.“* It remains speculation, but 
in these circumstances the temptation to trust in the “leading core' 
and use the mass of members as political ballast and muscle must 
have been very strong. 

It is interesting that the communists were far less dominant in the 
Czech women's movement. Women had played an important role in 
the domestic and foreign resistance during the war and entered the 
workforce in very large numbers. Partly in recognition of this, all par- 
ties in the National Front government proclaimed their commitment 
to the extension of women's rights and vied actively for the female 
vote. The Košice Programme offered the prospect of broad gender 
equality and spoke explicitly of equal pay for equal work, a radical 
provision that was indeed enacted in July 1945 but rarely implemented 
in practice. The communist, like the Social Democrats, emphasised 
productive labour as the source of genuine female emancipation 
and promised to ease women's lives by material improvements and 
socialised child care. The National Socialists and People's Party, while 
accepting the importance of women in ‘building the new republic’, 
attempted to chart a middle course and were keen to uphold more 
traditional values on marriage, motherhood and the family. 

Although the KSC was able to recruit impressive numbers of 
women into its ranks, particularly in the main urban areas, so that by 
1947 there were almost 450,000 female members, it came up against 
two prime obstacles in its efforts to influence the women's movement. 
The first was the latter's organisational diversity, and the second was 
the spirited stance of non-communist activists, such as the National 
Socialists Milada Horáková and Františka Zemínová, who were often 
more resilient and vocal in their opposition to communist encroach- 
ments than their male counterparts. Unlike the trade unions, there 
was no single women's movement. Instead, several competing bodies 
sought the right to speak for women - the National Women's Front 
(NWF), the Council of Czechoslovak Women (CCW), the Women's 
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Commission of the ROH and even the United Union of Czech 
Farmers. Relations between, and within, these organisations were 
often extremely tense and female communist leaders found it very 
difficult to impose their agendas, especially in the NWF and CCW 
led by Horakova. This had to wait till after the February takeover 
when a united Union of Czechoslovak Women was created under 
KSC auspices. 


The Seizure of Power 


In January 1947, seven months after their electoral triumph, the com- 
munists announced that their strategic goal was to gain an outright 
majority of 51 per cent in the next polls scheduled for May 1948. This 
was significant in two ways. First, it appeared that the KSC leadership 
was continuing its parliamentary ‘Czechoslovak road to socialism’, 
but, second, it proved highly divisive for the party’s political partners, 
including the Social Democrats, who jumped on the contradiction 
‘between the aim of electorally defeating all rivals and the aim of 
establishing close cooperation between parties’ in the National 
Front.” The central component of Gottwald’s new government, the 
Two-Year Plan for the economy designed to restore, or even slightly 
surpass, pre-war production levels starting in early 1947, also caused 
ructions in the coalition. The National Socialists and the People's 
Party were ideologically eguivocal about state intervention in the 
economy and the dangers of ‘totalitarian monopolisation’ in the 
nationalised industries, and sought to maintain a balance between 
state, cooperative and private enterprise, which the plan basically 
accepted. Hence, the overall atmosphere between the two camps, 
communist and non-communist, and to a certain extent in society at 
large was gradually becoming more tense and conflictual, although it 
seems prudent to argue that none of the parties wished to disrupt the 
National Front and none possessed a clear vision of how to achieve 
their aims. Each responded to events as they arose which tended to 
preclude cast-iron political plans. 

All commentators agree, however, that from mid-1947 and the 
onset of the Cold War these antagonisms hardened into a full-fledged 
political battle. The will for compromise dissipated, moderate voices 
were sidelined and from August-September onwards, as crisis fol- 
lowed crisis, the KSC and the National Socialists consciously engaged 
in an increasingly bitter and raw campaign for political power. Activists 
in both parties, radicalised by rapidly worsening internal and external 
political and socio-economic conditions, were genuinely fearful that 
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each side, backed by foreign allies, was striving to alter fundamentally 
the direction of Czechoslovak political life. Communists became con- 
vinced that ubiquitous ‘reactionaries’ among the National Socialists, 
the People’s Party and the Slovak Democratic Party were in league 
with ‘American imperialists’ and were seeking to create an anti-com- 
munist ‘bloc’, smash the coalition, reverse the achievements of the 
‘national democratic revolution’ and restore the ‘old’ capitalist sys- 
tem. The non-communists believed that Gottwald and his colleagues 
had turned into puppets of the Kremlin, had never renounced their 
goal of a one-party monopoly and thus were endeavouring to usher 
in Soviet-style ‘totalitarianism’, a term that was used more and more 
often. Even the Social Democrats began to speak of ‘communist 
terror’. We do not need to discuss in any detail all the various sites 
of contention between the two protagonists — they included con- 
troversial communist policies like the millionaires’ tax to overcome 
the gross food supply and other economic difficulties which hit the 
country in summer 1947; the ‘Slovak conspiracy’; determined efforts 
to organise and finance pro-KSC ‘left-wing fractions’ and informers 
in rival parties; the attempted assassination of three non-communist 
ministers by parcel bomb; and the mass mobilisation of public opin- 
ion through the trade union, factory council and peasant movements 
behind an extension of nationalisation, social security provision and 
land reform. Such extra-parliamentary pressure was abhorred by the 
non-communists.™ 

Historians agree that the origins of these sharp struggles lay 
primarily in the stiffening resolve of Stalin to consolidate his grip 
on Central and Eastern Europe, but the precise role of the Soviet 
authorities, both in the autumn crises and more controversially in 
the February events, remains a mystery. Neither is there clarity on 
the overall direction and thinking of key actors, let alone the mass of 
citizens. However, Martin Myant has recently constructed a forceful 
argument on KSC perspectives which is worth citing at length: 


it is difficult to speak of a single communist strategy in late 1947 
and early 1948. There were distinct, but overlapping, concep- 
tions of the exact aim and of how to achieve it. One approach 
[Gottwald’s] focused on elections, but increasingly sought means 
to influence their outcome, at least to ensure communist domi- 
nance. Others [Ďuriš] sought to use some of the same means to 
transform the power structure without regard to elections and that 
meant more decisively eliminating other political forces from any 
chance of sharing power. 
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The most radical options came from elements in the communist- 
controlled police and security forces, who wanted ‘to settle matters 
quickly with a putsch’.® There were militant moods, too, among 
lower-level regional and district party functionaries. The party was 
not a complete monolith: more flexible approaches continued to cir 
culate, but they were increasingly eschewed in favour of harder-line 
alternatives. 

The cabinet crisis that resulted in the communist takeover was pre- 
cipitated by the decision of Vaclav Nosek, the communist Minister of 
the Interior, on 12 February 1948 to suspend eight non-communist 
security police commissioners and replace them with communists. 
The National Socialist, People’s Party and Democratic Party members 
of government regarded this as the last in a long line of abuses of 
power by communist ministers which could no longer be tolerated. 
Therefore, they demanded the reinstatement of the eight dismissed 
police officials. The communists prevaricated, Nosek claiming to be 
ill, whereupon after extremely heated exchanges in cabinet 12 non- 
communist ministers resigned on 20 February having consulted with 
President Beneš two days before.” They were given the impression 
that the President would refuse to accept their resignations and call 
elections. The confused situation was further complicated by the 
unannounced arrival in Prague on 19 February of the Soviet Deputy 
Foreign Minister, Zorin, and the US ambassador, Steinhardt. Much 
speculation has surrounded Zorin’s visit and even with the opening 
of relevant archives the motives and consequences of his trip are 
obscure. According to documents in the Soviet Foreign Ministry 
archive, he told Gottwald ‘to be harder’ in the push for power, ‘not 
to give in to the right-wingers’ and to overcome his ‘parliamentary 
illusions’. There is no evidence that Zorin offered Soviet military assis- 
tance, though Gottwald may have requested this. Whatever the case, 
on 22 February Molotov informed Zorin by telegram that ‘we con- 
sider as unsuitable’ any movement of Red Army troops in Germany 
and Austria towards the Czechoslovak borders. Nevertheless, the 
potential Soviet threat remained hanging, a fact Gottwald apparently 
brought to Beneš's attention.” 

The unexpected resignations momentarily caught the communist 
leaders unawares, but they very soon responded with an all-out mobi- 
lisation of their supporters in the trade union, factory council and 
peasant movements. Congresses of these communist-dominated bod- 
ies, which had been arranged for weeks, hastily adopted thousands of 
resolutions demanding that the cabinet proposed by Gottwald should 
be ratified by the President. On 21 February and thereafter, huge 
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street demonstrations in all the major cities and towns were organised 
to back up the calls. A one-hour general strike of over 2.5 million 
workers took place on 24 February. A People’s Militia was formed of 
armed communist industrial workers. Non-communist ministers were 
debarred from their offices by essentially illegal ‘Action Committees’. 
The first arrests and ‘cleansing’ of ‘class enemies’ began, sometimes 
spontaneously at the local level. Unbelievably, the National Socialists 
did virtually nothing to influence the course of events, some ministers 
even retiring to the tranquillity of their country homes outside Prague. 
The best the democrats could muster was a march of a few hundred 
students to Beneš's residence. After six days of anguished delibera- 
tion, the aged and ill president finally accepted the resignations and 
signed Gottwald’s proposal for a new hand-picked government. He 
surely knew it was a fateful decision. 


Chapter 3: Stalinism Reigns, 1948—53 


In the months and years immediately after the February takeover, 
the Czechoslovak communists embarked on their prime goal of ‘con- 
structing socialism’. The burning political task was to consolidate 
and extend the party’s monopoly of power and the mandatory model 
was a Soviet-style de facto one-party dictatorship: in short, Stalinism. 
A pivotal component of this intense drive was the coercion of ‘class 
enemies’. To this end, state-led repression was unleashed by late 1948 
and lasted until well after Stalin’s death in March 1953. Many tens of 
thousands of Czechs and Slovaks were persecuted and imprisoned 
in labour camps and top-ranking communists and non-communists 
were arrested and executed after infamous sham show trials. The 
emerging Cold War, ingrained fears of a resurgent US-sponsored 
German revanchism, and even belief in the ‘inevitability’ of a Third 
World War imparted a clear, albeit grossly distorted, ideological 
imperative to Stalinist terror: the ‘construction of socialism’ had to 
be as rapid as possible and this required the removal of all ‘aliens’ 
and ‘anti-socialist elements’, who by definition were suspected of 
allying with the ‘imperialist war-mongering' West. In this menacing 
atmosphere, political pluralism and the rule of law were effectively 
renounced as ‘bourgeois’ institutions and power was concentrated 
in the hands of the few men (never women) who composed the 
Communist Party’s Presidium, or Politburo. Private enterprise and 
ownership of the means of production were virtually eliminated; the 
nationalisation of heavy industry, begun after 1945, was expanded; 
the economy was placed on a war-footing; and agriculture was subject 
to recurrent collectivisation campaigns. Finally, a leadership cult was 
created around Gottwald to bind the ‘nation’ together, and intel- 
lectual and artistic life was constrained by the theory and practice of 
‘socialist realism’. 
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Emphasis on the terroristic and undemocratic essence of the state, 
however, should not obscure the fact that Czechoslovak Stalinism was 
a contradictory political, economic and socio-cultural phenomenon 
which elicited divergent and hybrid responses not only from differ- 
ent social strata, but also often within individuals. On the one hand, 
the swift steps towards a one-party state, the growth of a seemingly 
omnipotent secret police, the rise of bloated bureaucracies, the 
Soviet-inspired ‘militarisation’ of the economy, the repression visited 
on many ‘ordinary’ citizens and the draconian labour discipline 
undoubtedly contributed to embedded alienation and resentment. 
Similarly, the sustained efforts to collectivise agriculture embittered 
the majority of farmers, especially the more prosperous. Indeed, poor 
socio-economic conditions continued to be at the heart of popu- 
lar discontent with the system, and this malaise signified for many 
workers, and one suspects some lower-level party and trade union 
functionaries, that government policies were failing and in need 
of reform. 

On the other hand, important components of communist strategy, 
such as large-scale nationalisation of industry, security of employ- 
ment, a highly egalitarian wage structure, extended social benefits 
and ‘democratised’ educational and cultural opportunities facilitated 
a fragile bond between worker and regime based on the strident 
‘class perspective’ that pervaded Stalinist rhetoric. This ‘bridge’ 
linking state and society was reinforced by the manipulation of ritu- 
alised public discourse and terminology. Upward social mobility for 
hitherto disadvantaged groups was a particularly noteworthy aspect 
of ‘Stalinisation’ with hundreds of thousands of ‘traditional’ work- 
ers moving into non-manual administrative jobs to be replaced by 
even more ‘new’ workers from largely non-proletarian backgrounds. 
It seems reasonable to conclude that these beneficiaries of the sys- 
tem formed a solid, if not permanent, social base of support for 
the regime. 

That said, most scholars agree that after 1948 the Stalinist com- 
mand model of socialism was imposed on a Czech and Slovak society 
whose political culture was perceived to be essentially democratic, 
pluralist and humanist. But how far did Stalinism represent a sharp 
rupture with dominant past practices? By what means did the new 
communist government consolidate its monopoly rule? What were 
the origins and processes of Stalinist terror in Czechoslovakia, and 
how did the population respond to state repression? Why did most 
citizens conform to ‘imported’ political values and policies? What 
role did cultural politics play in the ‘struggle for socialism’? What 
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did it mean to live and work under Stalinism? What was the extent of 
‘resistance’ and how far was it politicised? How can we best concep- 
tualise state-society relations in Stalinist Czechoslovakia and begin 
to analyse the nature and meaning of popular opinion? These are 
among the key questions to be explored in this chapter. 


Elite Purges and Mass Repression 


Between 1948 and 1954, Czechoslovak society was subjected to mul- 
tiple forms of repression by the newly installed communist regime. 
No stratum of society escaped the depredations. Ever since, experts 
have attempted to explain the origins, processes and outcomes of 
these deeply troubling events. A recurrent question haunts historical 
scholarship and indeed the Czech and Slovak collective conscious- 
ness: why did political violence on this scale take place in a country 
with the democratic credentials of Czechoslovakia? Does the comfort- 
ing answer lie in external pressures exerted most obviously by Stalin 
and the Soviet political and secret police hierarchies? Or was there 
a disconcerting internal determinant at play, sometimes referred to 
as ‘indigenous Stalinism’? Or were the broader geopolitical conflicts 
and constraints of the emerging Cold War more relevant? Other 
no less intractable issues abound. Who were the prime targets? By 
what mechanisms were the repressions actually carried out, and 
who organised them? What was the political impact and longer-term 
significance of the Stalinist terror? Most intriguingly perhaps, what 
was the popular reaction to the purges, particularly of leading com- 
munists such as Rudolf Slánsky, who was condemned to death in 
November 1952 on trumped-up charges? 


Origins: Exogenous and Indigenous Factors 


The generic term 'Stalinist terror' is often used to describe the pro- 
cess of state-led violence in communist regimes. Specifically, it refers 
to the murderous elite purges and mass repressions that engulfed 
Soviet officialdom and society in the late 1930s and beyond, and is 
intimately associated with the aims and policies of the Soviet dicta- 
tor, Josef Stalin. Many of the methods and mechanisms perfected 
in Stalinist Russia in the 1930s — a pervasive secret police service, 
sham show trials, forced labour camps, deportations of peoples, state 
propaganda campaigns — were transposed to the infant communist 
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regimes in Eastern Europe after the Second World War, culminating 
in the persecutions of the late 1940s and early 1950s.' Fundamentally, 
‘Stalinist terror’ denotes the conscious attempt by communist leader- 
ships to crush civil society and its autonomous institutions. The over- 
all aim, even if not always fully achieved, was to entrench the parties’ 
monopoly of power by eliminating alternative independent sources 
of authority and allegiance, notably opposition groupings, class net- 
works, military cliques and the organised churches. 

The origins of these violent campaigns lie in a complex combina- 
tion of externally generated longer and shorter-term pressures and 
deep-seated indigenous social and ethnic conflict exacerbated by 
war, foreign occupation and post-war fears and retributions. I will 
examine the former first. A key question here is: how can we begin 
to understand the collective psychology of communist leaders who 
implemented, rationalised and justified what we term ‘terror’ and 
‘mass repression’, but which they called ‘class justice’ and the elimi- 
nation of ‘enemies’? First, the process of the ‘Stalinisation’ of com- 
munist parties, initiated by the Comintern from the mid-to-late 1920s, 
signalled an unswerving commitment to, and ultimate dependence 
on, Moscow in terms of party strategy, selection of leadership cadres 
and financial backing. Second, emergent Stalinism exacerbated the 
communists’ almost hermetic way of life and their self-identification 
as ‘outsiders’. The Stalinist project demanded that comrades ‘work 
on themselves’ to internalise the values of total party loyalty and 
Bolshevik self-sacrifice and ‘vigilance’, and to expunge deviant 
‘bourgeois individualistic’ thoughts and actions. Crucially, this “her 
meneutics of the soul’ inculcated a mental landscape of criticism, 
self-criticism and conspiracy in which ‘enemies’, both within and 
without, were deemed ubiquitous. Stalin’s terror of the late 1930s 
immeasurably strengthened such attitudes.” To the extent that this 
mindset was appropriated by East European communists, particularly 
those who had lived in exile in the Soviet Union such as Gottwald and 
Slansky, its persistence helps to explain the events of the late 1940s 
and early 1950s. Finally, it may well be obvious, but it is worth stressing 
nonetheless, that communists were not liberals — they were Marxist 
revolutionaries who were intent on rapidly reforging the world and 
this necessarily entailed recourse to coercion. 

These long-standing external factors were compounded by shorter- 
term exogenous catalysts. Here, it is tempting to see a monolithic 
hand at play: Stalin and the Soviet political and secret police bosses 
carefully orchestrating the purges in order to ‘Sovietise’ the country, 
remove all “Titoist’, ‘bourgeois nationalist’ and ‘Zionist’ conspiracies 
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and challenges to the infant ‘socialist camp’, and thus secure the 
international and ideological position of the USSR in the dangerous 
uncharted waters of the Cold War. Tito’s defiant attitude towards Soviet 
strictures was particularly alarming, threatening as it did the Kremlin’s 
dominance of the embryonic communist systems throughout the 
region. These goals were given added urgency in Czechoslovakia’s 
case by its exposed geopolitical location at the frontline of East-West 
frictions and intrigues. To be sure, such analyses are well-founded 
and, at one level, highly persuasive. Stalin’s actions were undoubtedly 
informed by the darkening international conjuncture and the belief 
that war between socialism and capitalism was inevitable. It should 
also be recognised that Western and émigré spies really did exist and 
attempted to recruit agents in Czechoslovakia, compounding com- 
munist fears and insecurities. Therefore, society needed to be ‘pro- 
tected’, mobilised and prepared for the decisive battles ahead and the 
political trials of ‘renegade’ communists and ‘anti-state’ oppositionists 
were an indispensable method of inculcating uniformity and passivity 
among potentially unruly Soviet bloc allies. 

Moreover, Stalin’s pet theory that the class struggle would heighten 
and ‘bourgeois’ resistance intensify as socialism approached provided 
the ideological underpinnings of terror by exposing the machina- 
tions of the ‘class enemy’ as the root of all problems. Hence, ‘class 
justice’ had to be applied, meaning that farmers, businessmen and 
artisans opposed to communist economic policies were perennial 
regime targets. For instance, kulaks (an imported Russian word 
signifying better-off peasants) were systematically harried, just like 
they were in the Soviet Union, as a means of redistributing their 
wealth and property for the benefit of state-directed industrialisation 
programmes. And there were other perceived economic benefits to 
be derived from the use of terror, not least in the form of forced 
labour extracted in the numerous camps established in all of the 
new socialist dictatorships. Another factor was the attempt to identify 
scapegoats for economic and political failures, or to mobilise support- 
ers of communist regimes against ‘spies’ and ‘class enemies’. Stalin’s 
suspicion of communists who had spent the 1930s and early 1940s in 
exile in the West, who had fought in the Spanish Civil War, or who 
had been in Nazi concentration camps, also contributed to the search 
for ‘enemies’. Finally, with or without Soviet involvement, there were 
inevitably local power struggles and personal score-settling going on 
among party, state, economic and cultural elites. 

It is also often affirmed that Stalin’s increasingly anti-Semitic 
tendencies in the last years of his life, associated with crass 


STALINISM REIGNS, 1948-53 63 


'anti-cosmopolitanism' and the notorious ‘Doctors’ Plot’, impacted 
on Czechoslovak and wider bloc developments. Indeed, such senti- 
ments were given full reign in the late 1940s and early 1950s when the 
KSC unleashed a vicious ‘anti-Zionist’ campaign dutifully following 
Stalin’s shift to a pro-Arab and anti-Israeli foreign policy. This drive 
effectively degenerated into an anti-Semitic onslaught most grossly 
manifested in the Slansky trial in which 11 of the 14 defendants were 
officially designated ‘of Jewish origin’. There is little doubt, then, 
that the Soviet dictator bears ultimate responsibility for the repressive 
campaigns in Czechoslovakia and elsewhere, though his exact role is 
almost impossible to verify, subject as he was to vacillation, obfusca- 
tion and tactical change. 

The bottom line, however, was Stalin’s Realpolitik and never-ending 
quest for Soviet state security. As ever, domestic developments in the 
countries of Eastern Europe in these years can never be divorced 
from wider international relations. As the Cold War intensified from 
1947 and the Stalin-Tito split in 1948 opened up fractures in the 
Soviet bloc, the imperative for near monolithic homogeneity became 
ever more urgent in the Kremlin — unity meant strength. This, in 
turn, demanded an assault on omnipresent ‘class enemies’, ‘spies’, 
‘saboteurs’ and ‘traitors’ within and outside communist ranks. These 
‘enemies’ were identified primarily on ‘traditional’ Soviet lines: 
kulaks, priests, private entrepreneurs, anti-communist ‘terrorists’, 
‘Mensheviks’ (Social Democrats), ancien régime military, police, judi- 
cial and state officials. But these actions were not simply vindictive 
and arbitrary campaigns aimed at bolstering the cohesion of state and 
society in dangerous times. For the Stalinists were motivated by an 
idée fixe. prophylactic strikes against multifarious ‘anti-social elements’ 
would ‘purify’ society and lay the class foundations for the overriding 
task of ‘constructing socialism’, as they understood it. In this sense, 
a distorted Marxist ideological utopianism underlay mass repression 
and it is clear that many communists, particularly at a leadership 
level, regarded political violence as the sharp end of class war and 
as an indispensable weapon in the struggle for the ‘radiant future’ 
purged of ‘alien dross’. 

However, regardless of the explanatory potency of this exogenous 
interpretation, it is in my opinion inadequate. Even if we accept that 
the purges were initiated and coordinated in Moscow, they often fell 
on fertile soils, were adapted for domestic purposes and were not 
always amenable to strict party control ‘from above’. In the specific 
case of Czechoslovakia, we have seen the immense relevance of the 
Munich ‘betrayal’, Nazi occupation, wartime horrors and particularly 
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the widespread post-war retributions and cleansing of the Sudeten 
Germans, all of which made plausible the notion of the ‘enemy 
within’ and engendered pressures ‘from below’ for restrictive prac- 
tices. Internal tensions and conflicts could be, and were, used to 
‘solve’ power struggles, organisational rivalries and personal jealous- 
ies among the Czechoslovak political and cultural elites, target class 
and in some instances ethnic ‘enemies’, identify scapegoats for the 
gross economic and material hardships, serve as a reservoir of forced 
labour for developmental and military goals, and act as propaganda 
and educative tools for the masses. Coercive policies emerged initially 
as a response to the sense of crisis that afflicted the regime as early 
as the autumn of 1948, the origin of which was the failure to satisfy 
unrealistic economic targets and aspirations. Ultimately, however, 
mass repression had a direct political goal based on an ideological 
imperative steeped in Stalinist brutality: to bolster the legitimacy of 
the infant communist state by declaring a ‘class war’ on the ‘bour- 
geois’, ‘impure’ and ‘socially harmful elements’ who stood in the way 
of the communist project. 

In sum, repression was closely related to the intense drive of the 
new rulers to ‘construct socialism’. The unpalatable truth is that 
many Czech and Slovak communists, from all ranks of the party, con- 
doned this violent campaign; some actively participated in it. Prime 
responsibility for the carnage most assuredly resides with the leading 
cohort, but it is hard to avoid the conclusion that many lower-level 
functionaries and ordinary members, and not a few non-communist 
citizens, were complicit by their ‘silence’, illiberal attitudes and tacit 
consent. Indeed, the social acceptance of political and ethnic vio- 
lence after 1945 helped to lay the foundations for Stalinism. In the 
controversial words of the Czech writer, Dušan Hamšík: ‘we are all 
collectively responsible for the political trials — the nation as a whole, 
as a continuum’ .* 


Processes and Mechanisms 


The immediate political goal for the KSC after the ‘victorious 
February’ was to consolidate its power. To this end, within a few 
months approximately 28,000 employees were removed from state 
and public administration, including in the army, secret services 
and judiciary. Leading non-communist officials, especially National 
Socialists and Slovak Democrats, were summarily dismissed, their par- 
ties infiltrated and effectively decimated, by communist-dominated 
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‘Action Committees’ which were given the power to purge mass 
organisations regardless of normal legal procedure. Economic and 
cultural institutions were also targeted. Dozens of university pro- 
fessors were dismissed, as were many students, who tended to be 
most vocal in their opposition to the infant regime. Many National 
Committees, the organs of local and municipal government, were 
purged of non-communists or disbanded. As early as March, April 
and May 1948, ‘espionage’ trials were held of high-ranking National 
Socialists and Slovak Democrats. Less violently, the Social Democrats 
were politically emasculated by a merger with the KSC in June 1948, 
by which time Czechoslovakia had become in essence, if not formally, 
a one-party state.‘ In the following months and years, persecution 
affected all sections of society: communists, non-communists and 
anti-communists, Czechs and Slovaks, men and women, young and 
old, urban and rural. Numerically, it is still impossible to arrive at 
precise overall figures as the term ‘repression’ covers a wide variety 
of meanings and measures: non-judicial murder, judicial execution, 
detention in labour camps or prison, enforced military service, expul- 
sion from the party, loss of employment and status, and a host of 
other social and material restrictions including evictions from dwell- 
ings, exclusions from schools and universities, arbitrary reduction or 
cessation of pension payments and confiscation of personal property. 
Neither is it always evident whether a victim was targeted specifically 
for ‘political’ or ‘anti-state crimes’. 

Post-1989 archival findings indicate, however, that approximately 
90,000 citizens were prosecuted for ‘political crimes’ in the years 
1948-54, including at least 19,100 Slovaks. In addition, over 22,000 
people (about 7,000 of whom were Slovaks) were incarcerated in 
107 labour camps, almost 10,000 suspect soldiers and conscripts 
were condemned to back-breaking work in special construction bat- 
talions, and as many as 1,157 people perished in detention? The 
most awe-inspiring labour camp was the Jachymov mine complex in 
north-western Bohemia, which produced highly valuable uranium 
for the USSR and became a living hell for thousands of inmates. It 
is also widely agreed that in the period October 1948 to December 
1952, 233 death penalties were pronounced, of which 178 were car- 
ried out. This figure included Milada Horáková, a National Socialist 
parliamentary deputy and the first, and only, woman to be executed 
in Czechoslovakia on political grounds. More death penalties were 
approved in 1953 and 1954, a total of 181 being passed between 
1953 and 1967. Tens of others were shot while trying to escape from 
prison or attempting to flee the borders. Among the communist elite, 
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278 high-ranking party functionaries were convicted, although 
communist victims represented a tiny fraction of the total sentenced 
(some have estimated a mere 0.1 per cent). In addition, party purges 
and expulsions reduced the size of the KSC by several hundred 
thousand in the years 1949-54.° 

What were the mechanisms by which this terror was perpetrated? 
During the Prague Spring of 1968, the reformist party leadership 
under Alexander Dubček ordered an official enquiry into the 
Stalinist repression of the late 1940s and early 1950s. The archival 
based findings, known as the Piller Report after the chair of the com- 
mission, were not published at the time, but the damning account 
concluded that the purges were conducted by three main bodies: 
the political institutions, the state security service (Státní ezpečnost — 
StB) and the judiciary. In the first category, determining roles were 
played by named individuals: most consistently Party Chairman and 
President of the Republic Gottwald and Prime Minister Antonín 
Zápotocký, but also ‘at times’ other top figures, such as Antonin 
Novotny, Viliam Siroky and Karol Bacilek. Gottwald ‘usually’ took the 
decision to arrest leading officials, he was informed of the course of 
interrogations and he ‘intervened in the preparation of the big tri- 
als’. He and his closest colleagues also approved the indictment and 
length of sentence in all the major political trials. To this extent, ‘he 
bears full and major responsibility for the trials’. The significance of 
these political actors and institutions lay in their ability to issue spe- 
cific directives and articulate ideological justifications for the repres- 
sion, while at the same time extending their domination over the 
judiciary and, more ambivalently, the secret police. Underlying these 
personal responsibilities, according to the report, was the ‘deformed 
political system’, notably the monopoly of power of the Communist 
Party and the way its ‘leading role’ in political and social affairs was 
exercised. Hypertrophied centralisation and bureaucratisation meant 
that power became concentrated in ever fewer hands and any inde- 
pendent control over that power by parliament and the judiciary was 
eliminated. In turn, fiercely applied party discipline ensured “ungues- 
tioning obedience’ among subordinates, many of whom genuinely 
acted in good faith.’ 

The state security service, or more accurately those departments 
of the service devoted to preparing and staging the trials, played a 
pivotal role in the whole terror process, becoming in typically Stalinist 
fashion a virtual law unto itself. The falsification of written evidence, 
verbal and physical abuse of prisoners and the extortion of 'confes- 
sions’, all of which were sanctioned by the political leadership, were 
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routinely employed by StB agents, such as Bohumil Doubek and Karel 
Kost'ál. From a broader perspective, it has been claimed that the 
secret police heavily influenced the political conception of the main 
trials and that leading communist functionaries themselves were at 
times fearful of the StB. Indeed, Kaplan has argued that the security 
service: 


acted as the driving force of the entire mechanism for the manu- 
facture of political trials...most importantly, its actions determined 
the decisions of political institutions, [and] it pursued its own 
objectives or those of its Soviet colleagues in selecting future 
victims and preparing trials.? 


The reference to ‘Soviet colleagues’ is noteworthy. Having been 
invited to Czechoslovakia by Gottwald in autumn 1949, many Soviet 
agents worked in the central and regional security administrations 
right through to the mid-1950s. As representatives of Moscow, they 
wielded enormous power and prestige: ‘their advice and instructions 
had the weight of orders’ and most Czech and Slovak officials, up 
to and including the Minister of National Security, accepted their 
prescriptions as correct? Furthermore, Soviet advisers introduced 
harsher forms of interrogation, recommended the composition of 
groups to be tried, intervened in the formulation of the indictments 
and, it appears, injected distinct anti-Semitic overtones in the prepa- 
ration of the Slánský trial.” In a real sense, they were Stalin’s eyes and 
ears in Prague. 

The third component of state coercion was the judiciary. Although 
the Piller Report absolved the judicial profession as a whole from 
implication in the terror and suggested that it played a relatively 
minor part, the principal function of the relevant judicial organs was 
not inconsiderable: to legalise the trials and publicise the proceed- 
ings in line with party directives. As such, many judges, prosecu- 
tors and defence lawyers were unable or unwilling to uphold the 
independence of the courts and oversaw ‘a system of administering 
justice behind closed doors’, in effect condoning gross violations of 
the law bordering on arbitrary misrule. Top officials in the Ministry 
of Justice, the Supreme Court and the Prosecutor’s General Office 
enthusiastically endorsed this politicisation of the judiciary and initi- 
ated key repressive legislation, including the ignominious Act on the 
Protection of the People’s Democratic Republic No. 231/48. In sum, 
the Piller Report concluded that ‘an instrument of power had come 
into being, accountable to no one, beyond all control and outside 
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the law; it had placed itself above society and usurped a power to 
which it had no right. Its very existence was unconstitutional'.!! And 
it was this supreme “instrument of power', founded on a firm alliance 
of monopolistic communist political hegemony and untrammelled 
secret police authority, which unleashed the mass repressions. 

These campaigns took two main interrelated forms: socio-eco- 
nomic and political. Crucial components of the former were the 
special ‘operations’ (akce) organised by the party leadership and 
supported by the Ministries of the Interior, Defence and National 
Security. ‘Operation B’, lasting from May 1952 to July 1953, targeted 
‘anti-state elements’ who were to be evicted from the major cities. 
Several thousand families were affected.'? ‘Operation K’ was aimed at 
resettling so-called ‘kulaks’, a total of 8,246 people being hit between 
November 1951 and summer 1953." ‘Operation P’ was directed at 
the Roman and Greek Catholic churches under the terms of which 
virtually all bishops and thousands of priests, monks and nuns, 
especially in Slovakia, were demoted, interned in assembly camps 
or placed under house arrest. People deemed of ‘bourgeois’ and 
‘petit-bourgeois origin’, both urban and rural, were systematically 
harassed. For instance, plans were enacted in April 1950 to liquidate 
private craft businesses, and by 1958 such firms had been cut from 
247,404 to just 6,552. In the countryside, Soviet-style collectivisation 
of agriculture and accompanying ‘elimination of the kulaks’ were 
initiated in April 1949 and reportedly hit over one million farmers, 
drastically reducing the amount of farm-holdings above 20 hectares." 
Even industrial labourers, the social backbone of the system, were far 
from immune from persecution. Kaplan has maintained that initially 
workers comprised approximately 30 to 40 per cent of prisoners in 
the labour camps.” 

Political repression was endemic between 1948 and 1954. The 
first mini-wave of trials occurred in September and October 1948 
and involved primarily young people accused of writing and distrib- 
uting antistate propaganda and leaflets. It is estimated that up to 
1,800 were sentenced." Thereafter, other categories of society were 
earmarked for attack, affecting in some cases KSC members: army 
officers and former participants in the antifascist resistance; officials 
of non-communist parties, notably National Socialists and Social 
Democrats; so-called “Trotskyites’; “external enemies’ connected in 
some way with Western agencies and organisations; and economic 
officials, managers and white-collar workers. Some of these mocker- 
ies of justice — the great ‘show trials’ of non-communist politicians, 
Catholic bishops and communist luminaries — had national, even 
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international, significance, and were carefully staged performances 
designed to expose ‘the enemy’, intimidate the population and act as 
educative and propaganda tools. Other trials were secret in nature, 
generally having local and regional connotations. The victims were 
invariably non-communist citizens often charged under the Act on 
the Protection of the People’s Democratic Republic. It has been 
calculated that between 40,000 to 45,000 people were sentenced 
in accordance with this law and the Penal Act of 1950. It should be 
noted that at a regional and district level, local Communist Party offi- 
cials composed ‘security groups’ which appear to have had a degree 
of autonomy from the ‘centre’ in deciding repressive policy. 


Popular Responses 


The most infamous case of Stalinist terror in Czechoslovakia con- 
cerned Rudolf Slánský, the second-in-command of the communist 
system. A brief study, based largely on archival sources, of his show 
trial illustrates not only the stifling degree of centralised control 
exerted by the communist authorities, but also the multifarious 
responses and level of criticality exhibited by ‘ordinary’ citizens to 
the purges that rocked Czechoslovak political life." From the end 
of World War II to September 1951, Slansky was general secretary of 
the KSC and without doubt one of the most powerful figures in the 
country. Reasons for his arrest, on Stalin’s orders, in November 1951 
are still obscure. According to the Soviet dictator, he had ‘commit- 
ted a number of errors in promoting and posting leading personnel’ 
which had allowed ‘conspirators and enemies’ to go on the rampage 
in the party.^ Beyond this, Stalin's broader geopolitical concerns, 
Slánský's Jewish background and relative unpopularity in the KSČ, 
and inner-party elite rivalries all served to make the ex-general secre- 
tary a perfect scapegoat for the socio-economic travails afflicting the 
communist regime. 

Physically and mentally tortured for many months by Czech and 
Soviet secret police interrogators, Slansky eventually confessed to hav- 
ing acted as the head of a fictitious ‘anti-state conspiratorial centre’ 
composed of 14 prominent party and state leaders, 11 of whom were 
‘of Jewish origin’. The men were charged inter alia with high treason, 
espionage, sabotage, and economic and military subversion with the 
ultimate aim of tearing Czechoslovakia from the Soviet camp, under- 
mining socialism and restoring capitalism. Amid tumultuous public 
fanfare, the falsely condemned were brought to trial on 20 November 
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1952 having diligently memorised predetermined scripts. After a 
week’s ordeal, Slánský and ten others were sentenced to death and 
three received life imprisonments. All 11 were hanged in the early 
hours of 3 December, and their ashes unceremoniously scattered on 
an icy road near Prague.'“ 

At one level, the Slánsky trial and its reception exemplify all too 
clearly the centralised organisational grip and ideological manipula- 
tion of the top party leadership. After Slánsky's arrest, Gottwald and 
a handful of his closest aides were informed in minute detail about 
the progress of the interrogations, and in the weeks before the trial 
they decided the date of the proceedings, the composition of the 
court and the sentences to be administered. The mass media covered 
the proceedings on a daily basis, newspapers were reportedly sold 
out immediately, and the public followed the trial on state radio, 
and, subversively, on foreign stations such as Radio Free Europe, 
with intense interest. Contrary to all legal norms, the guilt of the 
accused was assumed. Between 20 November and 2 December 1952, 
8,520 resolutions and telegrams flooded the Central Committee and 
the state court. The wording and structure of these communica- 
tions were formulaic and stock phrases — though not always entirely 
identical — recurred, suggesting orchestration from above.” In them, 
many thousands of factory workers, collective farmers, clerical and 
institute employees, teachers and even schoolchildren from all over 
the republic expressed their outrage and righteous indignation at 
the ‘crimes’ of the "Slánský gang’. Some were accompanied by long 
lists of hand-written signatures. While a minority of the resolutions 
explicitly demanded the death penalty, the vast majority called for 
‘the strictest punishment’ of the ‘traitors’, ‘villains’ and ‘imperialist 
agents’. The ‘masses’, then, seemingly endorsed the party’s version of 
the affair and positively welcomed the harsh sentences. 

However, a closer reading of the archival sources reveals a more 
variegated picture. Local party functionaries and secret police agents 
despatched daily reports to their superiors indicating that many 
citizens, including party members, adopted non-conformist and 
sceptical attitudes to the trial. For example, some, generally older, 
workers refused to accept that Slansky, a long-serving ‘co-fighter’ with 
Gottwald, was capable of betrayal. He was rather ‘a lightning rod who 
is blamed for all mistakes and scarcities while the guilty lot stay clean’. 
A few brave souls doubted the charges brought against him and one 
party official expressed surprise at Slansky’s demise, regarding him as 
a ‘model Bolshevik worker’. The conduct of the trial itself came in for 
scathing criticism among the more independent minded. For them, it 
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was ‘a show (divadlo) rehearsed in advance’, ‘a well-staged comedy’, ‘a 
filmed circus’ and ‘farce’. One citizen complained: ‘you can’t listen to 
such crap (kraviny)’. It was commonly suggested that ‘drugs’, ‘pills’, 
‘injections’, ‘narcotics’ and ‘chemicals’, even beatings, were responsi- 
ble for the abject performances of the accused.?! 

Anti-Semitic outbursts were depressingly legion, ranging from 
unreflective knee-jerk stereotyping to quasi-Hitlerian vituperation. 
Several representative comments will suffice: ‘we worked’ while these 
‘Jewish pigs fleeced us of our money’; ‘Jews always shirk honest labour 
and do well for themselves’; ‘what else can you expect from Slansky, 
a Jew who’s never known manual work and has always been affluent’. 
Among the more violent diatribes are the following: ‘All Jews should 
be shot’; ‘Hitler shot lots of them, but still not enough’; ‘I’d like to get 
my hands on this Slansky and tear him limb from limb’; ‘they should 
hang him immediately’; this ‘stinking Jew’ should be ‘cut into strips’; 
these ‘scoundrels’ should be ‘cut to pieces’.” These vicious senti- 
ments confused and worried some party officials and even Gottwald 
felt constrained to offer publicly a distinction between ideologically 
sound 'anti-Zionism' and crass racist ‘anti-Semitism’. 

Less common, but one suspects more disturbing to the party elite, 
were those voices which implicitly and explicitly criticised leading 
figures in the KSC for their gullibility and lack of vigilance in the 
Slansky case. Even party members were not afraid to express their 
distrust of specific ministers and Central Committee dignitaries, up 
to and including Gottwald and Zapotocky, who were on occasion 
openly blamed for ignoring warning signals from below. How come 
these people are so divorced from rank-and-file complaints? Why are 
party ‘comrades’ isolated from the workers and never move among 
them? Surely, ‘this is not a communist attitude’? Why aren’t lead- 
ers subject to rigorous ‘cadre review’ like everyone else? Shouldn’t 
Gottwald carry out ‘self-criticism’? Shouldn’t there be a ‘screening’ 
of all responsible figures in party, state and economic life in order 
to guarantee that they have the appropriate ‘class origins’ to defend 
workers’ interests? Proletarians understood that the “higher-ups' 
must have decent houses and other amenities if they are to represent 
the republic, but ‘luxury and gross differences’ should not be permit- 
ted.?* Secret police agents reported that factory workers were appar- 
ently ‘signing resolutions demanding the resignation of the entire 
government and the establishment of a new government composed 
of people whose past life is unambiguous and well known to the pub- 
lic’. Likewise, regional party officials in Brno noted ominously that 
workers were calling on ‘members of the CC [Central Committee] 
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KSČ to give up their functions’. A perspicacious Prague security agent 
stated the obvious: ‘among some workers, even party members, faith 
in the government and the CC KSČ is shaken’ .”° It appears, then, that 
the Slansky trial was used by discontented and frustrated citizens to 
vent their anger against the communist regime per se, not just against 
the few designated ‘enemies’. 

What do these diverse popular responses tell us about the impact of 
terror in Czechoslovakia? As far as the KSČ is concerned, it seems that 
internal party discipline generally held firm, but the leadership could 
never blithely rely on strict Leninist dictate among the rank and file. 
Ordinary members, and not a few lower-level functionaries, aired 
views that were disquieting to the centre and were critical by name of 
top party and state bosses. The accountability and trustworthiness of 
the executive were cast into doubt, the reality of ‘innerparty democ- 
racy was impugned and the gap between ‘us’ and ‘them’ clearly iden- 
tified. In the process, it is possible that the administrative competence 
and loyalty of some party-state cadres were undermined. These unin- 
tended consequences of the leadership’s policy of repression hint 
at the muted limits of ‘Stalinisation’ at the base of the Czechoslovak 
party, even if we accept that the KSC elites were growing increasingly 
accustomed to obeying Moscow’s orders. 

Ata societal level, given the scale and range of the repression there 
can be little doubt that most citizens lived in fear and were scarcely 
able to voice their opinions openly. Nevertheless, attitudes towards 
the Slansky trial, as we have seen, ranged from strident, sober and 
selective support to passive compliance and resigned accommoda- 
tion, to apathy, doubt, guarded dissent and overt opposition. In 
the absence of hard statistics and regardless of the ostensible loud 
consensus behind the party line, it is impossible to assess the relative 
weights of these positions. However, the numerous signs of non- 
conformism suggest that public backing for the trial was exaggerated 
and that the communist authorities were never able to manipulate 
completely popular opinion and eliminate negative comment. We 
are palpably not dealing with a fully fledged ‘totalitarian’ system 
capable of moulding public discourse at will. A minority was not 
afraid to speak critically, even if many others, enthusiastically or pas- 
sively, played by the rules of the game. Not everyone, it appears, was 
intimidated by the terror. 

In summary, elite purges and mass repressions in Stalinist 
Czechoslovakia were multifaceted processes with distinct, but closely 
interrelated, exogenous and indigenous origins and multiple polit- 
ico-ideological and socio-economic aims. Precisely because of this 
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complex web of causes and effects, they cannot be interpreted as 
merely a product of ‘evil’ megalomaniac men bent on creating a 
‘totalitarian’ order. Neither were they simply imposed by Moscow 
on a resistant party and society. Neither is there a single overarching 
explanation for their emergence. Stalinist terror in Czechoslovakia 
is best located in a framework which emphasises both longer and 
shorter-term factors: the pre-war ‘Stalinisation’ of the KSC and the 
creation of a mentality of ubiquitous ‘enemies’; the traumatic experi- 
ences of the Munich ‘betrayal’, Nazi occupation, the Holocaust and, 
notably, post-war ethnic and class retributions, all of which went some 
way towards tearing the fabric and cohesiveness of Czechoslovak 
society; and the sense of internal crisis and external pressure gener- 
ated by the failings of the infant communist regime in an intense 
international atmosphere of breakdown between two hostile camps. 
In addition to these ‘objective’ circumstances, the goals, ambitions, 
perceptions and misperceptions of concrete actors should never be 
ignored — individual agency is crucial. Stalin, Gottwald and other 
Czech and Soviet political and security bosses operated in an almost 
Byzantine network of personal rivalries and clandestine conflicts, and 
the elite purges are explained, in part at least, by these ultimately 
impenetrable intrigues and cabals. In short, structural and contin- 
gent factors combined to produce a toxic form of lawlessness, which 
bred mistrust and suspicion, engendered widespread feelings of fear 
and legal insecurity in the population, and undermined public faith 
in the constitution and politics in general. The wounds were deep 
and are still apparent to this day, an ugly and unwanted reminder of 
a dark past which implicated and tainted too many people. 


‘Constructing Socialism’: Politics, Culture and Labour 


State-sponsored coercion, exclusionary policies and the inculcation of 
fear were not the only methods adopted by the communist authori- 
ties after February 1948. ‘Socialism’ in its Stalinist guise also had to 
be created in more inclusive productive ways. A solid base of social 
support needed to be forged. It is true that the Soviet model was de 
rigueur and that Muscovite shibboleths and blueprints could never be 
ignored, especially after the Stalin—Tito split in mid-1948. But the limi- 
tations of this ‘Stalinisation’ process should be noted. First, ‘Stalinism’ 
and ‘totalitarianism’ were not the conscious and self-proclaimed aims 
of the Czechoslovak communist leaders. These are pejorative terms 
given, no doubt often for good reason, to communist policies and 
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actions by Western and émigré academics, politicians and journalists. 
Second, ‘Stalinisation’ was not directly imposed by ‘Big Brother’ 
to the east. As Mary Heimann points out: ‘it was Czech and Slovak 
Communists, not Russians or Soviets, who turned post-February 
Czechoslovakia into the Stalinist hell that it rapidly became...No 
one forced [them] to hold up for emulation the Soviet example in 
everything'.?? Third, this ‘copying’ of the Soviet model was far from 
straightforward. The party in nearly all fields and endeavours had 
to adapt its Stalinising ambitions to the contours and divergences 
of Czech and Slovak society and, importantly, ‘since the KSC was 
itself formed by this society, there was always a danger that rather 
than itself transforming society, society might transform the KSČ? 
Finally, before pressures to Sovietise the Czechoslovak political system 
became acute from autumn 1948 onwards, there existed a restricted 
space for alternative paths and tactics, even a measure of inner-party 
debate and disagreement on the way forward. Not everything was 
decided in advance; and the party was not a total monolith. 


The Contradictions of Stalinist Politics 


For several months after February the party leadership pursued 
what one expert, Robert K. Evanson, has termed ‘an undogmatic, 
quasidemocratic course’, which bore similarities with the concept of 
a separate ‘Czechoslovak road to socialism’ of the years 1946-47. 
Broad immediate goals included: 


attempts to garner support or cooperation from a wide assort- 
ment of social forces, efforts to maintain continuity with par- 
liamentary democratic traditions and other popular aspects of 
[Czechoslovakia’s] political past, a gradual approach to economic 
socialization, and sharp restriction of the use of terror against the 
regime’s opponents. 


According to Evanson, Gottwald’s early ‘carrot and stick’ strategy 
sought to ‘win the voluntary support of the masses’ and ‘persuade 
the public that only socialism would bring social justice and prosper- 
ity’. To this end a ‘policy of inclusion’ was adopted for the most part, 
which identified all but arch ‘reactionaries’ as potential allies of the 
regime. This was most clearly manifest in the vast party recruitment 
drive from March to October 1948, which saw membership rise to a 
massive 2.6 million people, over 20 per cent of the population. Tens 
of thousands of civil servants, army officers and professional soldiers, 
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lawyers, former adherents of non-communist parties, workers, even 
small craftsmen, shopkeepers and pensioners swelled the ranks 
of the KSC. No doubt many newcomers were far from convinced 
Marxist-Leninists — careerism, opportunism, self-protection and a 
fair degree of intimidation often proving prime reasons for ‘jumping 
on the bandwagon’. But the party leaders appeared to be declaring 
that the KSC was an inclusive ‘all-people’s party’. In the state, regional 
and local bureaucracies, co-optation of administrative personnel was 
often the preferred method of ensuring support rather than purging. 
The majority of ‘bourgeois’ judges retained their positions, although 
university professors and students, particularly in the arts and law 
faculties, were treated less leniently. 

Evanson also emphasised the communists’ post-February ‘policy 
of continuity’ as an important component of their attempt to gain 
legitimacy. By taking steps, however circumscribed and tentative, 
to identify the new regime with the democratic political culture 
of the Czechs and Slovaks, it was hoped that public consent would 
consolidate and any latent opposition dissipate. For example, the 
Constitution ratified on 9 May maintained several features of the 
1920 ‘bourgeois’ Constitution and hence was ‘an elaborate hybrid, 
a combination of Western parliamentarism and sovietism...[and] 
a remarkably moderate document’.*” The parliamentary system, 
separation of powers and the highly popular and prestigious office of 
the presidency were upheld, Gottwald taking on the latter role after 
Beneš's resignation in June; two non-communist parties, the People’s 
Party and the revamped Socialist Party, were permitted a legal exist- 
ence; certain civil and judicial rights were formally preserved; private 
property and ownership of land up to 50 hectares were protected; 
and religious worship was safeguarded. The new electoral law of 
April 1948 also included democratic conventions, and at first the KSČ 
Presidium even seemed prepared to permit open competitive slate 
elections scheduled for 30 May. However, probably under external 
pressure, this decision was soon reversed in favour of a united list of 
candidates, which was dominated by communists and their support- 
ers. Yet ‘rather than claiming in ritualistic Soviet fashion a virtually 
unanimous electoral victory...the regime acknowledged an opposi- 
tion vote of over 10 per cent’.*° Other signs of relative official temper- 
ance were the popular National Insurance Law, also passed in April, 
which expanded the pre-existing welfare state and improved the 
system of cash benefits,” negotiations between the government and 
the Catholic Church, which continued well into 1949 before breaking 
down in bitter acrimony and ultimately vicious state repression of the 
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clergy, and the fairly broad scope that was afforded the People's Party 
until the end of 1948. 

The new regime's treatment of the remnants of the expelled 
Sudeten German minority — around 170,000 people — also demon- 
strates the contradictory character of communist policy in the era of 
high Stalinism. According to recent research undertaken by Matěj 
Spurný, already by late 1948 ‘the now stabilized Communist Party 
dictatorship brought an end to direct ethnically legitimized coercion 
[against the Germans] and introduced a measure of liberalization’, 
in which ‘assimilation and integration slowly replaced’ repression 
and segregation. Mixed marriages were permitted and citizenship 
was often granted to hitherto stateless Germans, to whom basic civil 
rights were extended. This certainly does not mean that Sudeten 
Germans became fully trusted equal co-citizens: most remained 
impoverished, resentful of their loss of identity and often subject to 
abuse and hostility by their Czech ‘neighbours’. Many chose to escape 
the degradation by emigrating to West Germany whenever the oppor- 
tunity arose. Nevertheless, Spurny’s conclusions are far-reaching, 
controversial and, I think, largely convincing. First, he argues that 
in the years 1945-47 ‘when most German-speaking inhabitants of 
Czechoslovakia were being displaced, the extent of violence com- 
mitted by the state and its security and other bodies was far greater’ 
than in the 1950s, when the targets of persecution changed and the 
total degree of ‘state-induced violence decreased gradually’. Indeed, 
‘there was no more repression and explicit discrimination against 
stateless Germans after the spring of 1949’. Second, the principle of 
national ‘purification’ and segregation was considered ‘normal’ by 
most Czechs and Slovaks and what is more ‘even in the 1950s the gov- 
ernment’s repressive measures were often a reaction to a broad and 
persistent social demand’ emanating ‘from below’. Finally, Spurny 
infers that there was an important ideological determinant to the 
regime’s more moderate policies towards the German minority: 
‘the party’s quest for legitimacy’. That is, the overall goal was to ‘gain 
the Germans for our state’, integrate them into the ‘construction 
of the socialist homeland’, and thus vindicate ‘the existence of 
the socialist dictatorship;...show that the Communist Party could 
construct a community, open to everyone who wanted to take part, 
including those who had been marginalized and discriminated 
against; and...prove that this new society was better than anything 
that had gone before'.? Ideologically, it mattered to the communists 
that ‘socialism’ had to be seen to be superior to capitalist democracy 
and that the population should be turned into loyal citizens. 
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Education and Cultural Politics 


In their early educational policies, the authorities also aimed to 
establish a firm foundation of social support by appealing to hitherto 
under-privileged strata. The dual goal was to eliminate the power 
and influence of the old ‘bourgeois’ elites and replace them with 
an upwardly mobile ‘proletarian’ intelligentsia.? The question was, 
having purged the existing ‘bourgeois’ universities soon after the 
takeover of power, what would the new ‘socialist’ university look 
like? Ways had to be found to boost the number of grammar school 
(gymnasium) and university students from working-class and peasant 
backgrounds, a strategy that the communists had almost entirely over- 
looked in the 1945-48 period. The results were patchy: in 1947-48, 
18 per cent of Czech university students came from working-class and 
peasant families, but by 1953-54 this figure had risen to only 37.3 per 
cent. Preparatory ‘worker courses’, which were designed to fast-track 
ambitious and bright labourers into higher education, also met with 
modest returns. The relative failure of this affirmative action agenda 
reflected both the lack of enthusiasm for fundamental educational 
transformation which persisted among inexperienced communist 
planners and strategists well into the 1950s, and the ‘intensely anti- 
intellectual’ atmosphere that pervaded the KSC at all levels. The will 
simply did not exist to alter radically the educational system, in which 
practical apprentice-type schooling at secondary level was particularly 
striking. It also had much to do with traditional working-class culture 
and notions of social status: ‘workers continued to think of higher 
education as something alien, and the middle and upper classes 
continued to think of [it] as their birth right’. The longer-term his- 
torical significance of these deep-rooted social mentalities and of the 
party’s political inertia was that largely ‘unproletarianised’ university 
students and dissatisfied intelligentsia ‘spearheaded the move for 
political change’ in both 1968 and 1989. 

If we turn to communist cultural policies in the years 1948-53, we 
likewise see a complex dichotomous pattern of strict control ‘from 
above’ partially tempered by adaptation ‘from below and fierce 
organisational and personality conflicts. The prevailing lodestar of 
Stalinist culture was the enigmatic concept of ‘socialist realism’. First 
enunciated in the USSR in 1934 and forcefully reiterated in 1946 
by Andrei Zhdanov, Stalin’s main overseer of the arts and culture, 
socialist realism sought to depict existing reality through the lens of 
the bright utopian future. Literature, painting, film, even architec- 
ture and music, had to be optimistic, readily comprehensible to the 
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‘masses’, shorn of elitism and ‘bourgeois abstract formalism’, and 
ever mindful of the party ‘line’. Artists and intellectuals were to learn 
from the ‘people’, work for the good of the collective and in this way 
contribute to the ‘democratisation’ of the nation’s culture. Thus, the 
struggle for a truly inclusive popular culture was an absolutely vital 
part of the overall struggle for socialism. These Soviet-inspired prin- 
ciples were to be applied in post-February Czechoslovakia. But there 
were several conundrums: could ‘socialist realism’ be transposed 
lock, stock and barrel from Moscow, or did it need to be ‘naturalised’ 
and accommodated to the divergent Czech and Slovak milieux? Who 
would define its content and limits: party apparatchiks or intellectuals 
themselves? Was it a static unchanging entity, or, if not, how should 
it evolve? How should the new regime treat the cultural avant-garde, 
many of whose leading representatives before the war had been left- 
ists, some even communists, but who had not liberated themselves 
totally from the pursuit of ‘artistic freedom’ and an objective ‘truth’ 
over and above the ‘truth’ of Marxism—Leninism? As ever, there were 
no straightforward answers. Generalised models and broad maxims 
emanating from the USSR were all very well, but they had to be 
adapted to meet local conditions if specific detailed policies were to 
be hammered out and agreed. 

The standard account of Stalinist cultural politics has it that social- 
ist realist artists in the Eastern bloc were passive “transmission belts” 
relaying official party strictures to a recalcitrant public on behalf of 
the Party leadership’. Tight state censorship reigned. All intellectu- 
als who did not debase themselves before the altar of ‘socialist real- 
ism’ were purged or silenced. Culture was a battleground between 
‘the heroic anti-communist “dissident” [and] the worthless political 
“collaborator”’.** While over-simplified, this is not an entirely wrong 
interpretation. As we have seen, KSC leaders were deeply wary of the 
‘ideologically erratic stratum of the intelligentsia’ and did indeed 
place them ‘under the unwavering surveillance of the “revolutionary 
class”...with methods of practical application ranging from being 
publicly discredited and bans on publication through denial of 
employment and even prison sentences of many years’. For exam- 
ple, by the end of 1948 over 30 authors had been expelled from 
the Syndicate of Czech Writers for their alleged active opposition to 
the new order. A few intellectuals were reduced to suicide and oth- 
ers were bought off by sinecures and flattery, the price of which was 
unrelenting conformism.? Not surprisingly, the cultural artefacts 
that emerged from this oppressive atmosphere were ‘comparatively 
bland’ and for many scholars it appeared that ‘Stalinism was nothing 
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more than an artistic caesura between the artistically vibrant interwar 
Republic and the Prague Spring of the 1960s’.*° 

However, a closer examination reveals unexpected nuances. First, 
as in politics, so in culture, communist rule in the months immedi- 
ately following the seizure of power was ‘fragmented, haphazard, and 
improvisational’. It was not evident exactly what ‘socialist culture’ 
would entail and the authorities ‘made no effort to impose socialist 
realism as state policy’, a stance which persisted until autumn 1948. 
Only in January 1950 did the party impose ‘official guidelines for 
an overarching theory of socialist realism and communist cultural 
criticism’. This was accompanied by ‘political purges and smear 
campaigns against artists and intellectuals deemed antithetical to 
socialism’. The broad aim was to engender ‘socialist unity’; the unan- 
ticipated result was ‘a series of vicious arguments over how this new 
Party line should be interpreted, and more importantly against whom’. 
Hence, there were debilitating, even life-threatening, clashes among, 
on the one hand, powerful officials in the Ministry of Information 
and Enlightenment, and, on the other, their counterparts in the 
Cultural and Propaganda Division of the party Central Committee. 
The former might be termed ‘moderate Stalinists’ and the latter 
‘radical Stalinists’. The eventual victory of the ‘moderates’ by early 
1951 gave some hint of a more ‘tolerant attitude’, even a very ‘partial 
thaw...of the regime's cultural policies’.®” It is crucial, then, to take on 
board that the party did not speak with one voice. 

Second, party officials often did not need to enforce a ‘cultural 
line’. Many Czech and Slovak intellectuals willingly played their role 
in the establishment and consolidation of Stalinism. According to one 
of them, Antonin Liehm, the ‘young Turks’ gave succour to the infant 
regime by temporarily extirpating the “intellectuality' and self-doubt 
from their middle-class minds, thereby forging an identity with the 
essentially proletarian communist movement. But their blind faith 
in socialism, which blurred the discrepancy between party and truth, 
between ideology and reality, with disastrous consequences, began to 
be shaken by what Liehm calls the paralysing ‘bourgeois intellectual’s 
guilt complex’.** By shedding this degrading sense of inferiority, born 
of their ‘alien’ class origins, and by regaining confidence in their 
own reason, self-dignity and personal experience, some intellectuals 
after 1953 gradually felt emboldened to criticise the stifling political, 
cultural and economic fetters of the Stalinist model. In doing so, 
they helped to prepare the path for an agonisingly slow process of 
‘de-Stalinisation’, lasting from 1953 to the mid-1960s. Neither should 
it be forgotten that 'culture' and its practices were differentiated, so 
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that ‘the campaign to impose Soviet-model socialist realism in the 
plastic arts was met with embarrassment and its impact was limited. 
Even during the worst days of Stalinism many artists tended to go 
their own way'.? 


The Czech—Slovak Imbroglio 


The strained relations between Czechs and Slovaks have been 
described by one eminent historian as a ‘chronic disease’, eating away 
at the heart of Czechoslovak statehood and legitimacy." The under- 
lying conviction of the KSC bosses, steeped as they were in Marxist 
internationalist precepts, was that national distinctions and tensions 
would be erased once the socio-economic level in the more agrarian 
Slovakia reached the ‘higher’ Czech industrialised levels. National 
conflicts were, in this schema, the product solely of the inequities of 
uneven capitalist development and exploitation. The rapid socialist 
modernisation of Slovakia, it was argued, would remove the material 
preconditions of Czech-Slovak hostility. Regardless of the impressive 
economic achievements wrought in Slovakia in the years 1945-89, 
the so-called ‘Velvet Divorce’ of 1992-93 strongly suggests that this 
theory did not quite work out as planned.*' One important reason 
for this failure is that successive communist leaders, both Czech and 
Slovak, like their democratic counterparts in the interwar republic, 
grossly under-estimated the strength of the Slovaks’ desire for mean- 
ingful selfgovernance and autonomy, albeit within the existing state. 
In the fraught Cold War atmosphere of the late 1940s and beyond, 
strict centralisation, firm unity and the forging of a singular ‘national 
political society’ were considered far higher priorities than pandering 
to out-dated Slovak ‘bourgeois nationalism’. The policies and actions 
of the Stalinised KSC in the period 1948-53 provide ample proof of 
these powerful centralising trends. 

The Constitution of May 1948 seriously undermined the provisions 
of political and executive self-rule that had been granted to the Slovak 
National Council under the terms of the Košice Programme of April 
1945. These stipulations, which sought to define clear limits to cen- 
tral government jurisdiction in Slovakia, had already been watered 
down by the so-called “Third Prague Agreement’ of June 1946, but 
the Constitution went much further. It identified a mere ten fields 
over which Slovak organs had competence, the most important being 
culture, school education and public health, but even here, in certain 
circumstances, the central authorities could intervene. What is more, 
Slovaks were left vulnerable to their worst fear — being out-voted 
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by the more numerous Czechs, a situation known as majorizácia. In 
short, ‘there was no policy area left in which Slovak administration 
could exercise unchallenged authority’. This baleful state of affairs 
was compounded by the decision of the KSC Central Committee in 
late July 1948 to create a ‘single political leadership in the form of 
a unified statewide’ party. This resolution signified the end of the 
Slovak Communist Party as an independent, nominally co-equal, 
entity. The party organisation in Bratislava would retain the name 
'KSS', but its Central Committee would be subordinate to that of 
the ‘superior’ KSC in Prague. All these developments prompted one 
émigré Czech scholar to conclude that the ‘status of Slovakia from 
1945 to 1954 is thus a story of a gradual but steady decline of Slovak 
self-government and autonomy, and of a corresponding continuous 
increase in centralization'.? 

These constitutional and organisational amendments, though 
highly significant, were but the tip of the iceberg. Already in 
September 1948, Viliam Široký, a leading Slovak communist and 
staunch ‘Pragocentric’, had warned about the dangers of ‘bourgeois 
nationalism’; that is, a heretical ideological ‘deviation’ among some 
Slovak communists to over-estimate expressions of ‘narrow-minded’ 
national sentiment to the detriment of state-wide ‘proletarian’ inter- 
ests. It was a charge that had its origins in the fierce conflicts between 
Czech ‘centralisers’ and Slovak ‘autonomists’ which had convulsed 
the KSC since 1944-45, and it became a heinous offence that would 
have murderous resonances by the early 1950s. At that time, the high- 
ranking Slovak communists Vladimir Clementis, Gustav Husak, Laco 
Novomesky, among others, were expelled from the party accused of 
planning a separatist programme, even of plotting the secession of 
Slovakia from the republic. Clementis was executed as one of the 14 
defendants in the Slansky trial. Husak and Novomesky fell victim to 
the last major show trial of the Stalinist era in Czechoslovakia, held as 
late as April 1954. They were sentenced to life and ten years imprison- 
ment respectively for the dubious crime of being ‘Slovak bourgeois 
nationalists’. Such travesties of justice rankled deeply among Slovaks, 
communists included, and repeated demands for judicial and politi- 
cal rehabilitation were to play a key role in the tortuous ‘de-Stalinisa- 
tion’ process from the mid-1950s onwards. 


‘Socialist’ Work 


According to Marxist theory, under socialism unalienated free work- 
ers would enjoy the fruits of their labour unfettered by capitalist 


82 COMMUNIST CZECHOSLOVAKIA, 1945-89 


exploitation. Czechoslovakia, as a heavily industrialised and urbanised 
country with a highly organised educated workforce and a hefty pro- 
portion of its economy nationalised by 1948, should have been an 
ideal showcase for the Marxist experiment. Communist leaders were 
not alone in their utter conviction that the benefits of socialism would 
soon become apparent once a rationally planned state-run economy 
had overcome the chaos, venality and unpredictability of the capitalist 
market. Nothing better epitomised the communists’ confident vision 
of the transformatory power of socialist ideology than the ubiquitous 
propaganda image of the class-conscious and diligent skilled male 
worker enthusiastically building the new society. However, the harsh 
truth by the early 1950s was one of flagrant imbalances in production 
and investment, steep price rises, depreciated real incomes, a lack of 
decent housing and a concomitant plunge in living standards, all of 
which demonstrated definitively that the cherished hopes and expec- 
tations of abundance under socialism had been far from fulfilled. 
The crass imitation of the Stalinist command economy’ - the virtual 
elimination of private ownership of production, retail and distribu- 
tion;? the fixation with armaments and iron, steel and coal outputs; 
the forced collectivisation of agriculture; the transfer of trade from 
the West to the Soviet bloc; and the micro-management of the 
economy by central ministries staffed by ill-trained bureaucrats — had 
reduced the much-vaunted and diversified Czechoslovak economy to 
a state of semi-crisis. My aim here is not to assess the economic factors 
behind this unanticipated outcome, but to elucidate the impact of 
Stalinist policies on the shop-floor experience of Czechoslovak work- 
ers and on their relations with the socialist state. 

Without doubt life was extremely tough, and occasionally very 
dangerous, for the vast majority of Czechoslovak industrial workers. 
The Soviet-inspired all-out drive to ‘militarise’ the economy rapidly 
in preparation for the feared outbreak of war engendered intense 
pressures on the labour force. Imported Stalinist production incen- 
tives were introduced: ‘output quotas; piece rates and bonuses; speed- 
ups, in which quotas were increased without commensurate rewards; 
“socialist competition” among factory groups; “voluntary” overtime 
and holiday contributions; and extended workweeks’. The largely 
successful attempt to turn trade unions into party ‘transmission belts’ 
and ‘organs of discipline and productivity rather than worker repre- 
sentation’ meant that labourers had precious few formal mechanisms 
of redress for the inevitable grievances that festered in the factories. 
The strained situation was exacerbated by the existence of police 
informer networks, a system which ensured that many employees 
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found their way into the nightmare of a Stalinist prison or labour 
camp for relatively minor ‘offences’. The introduction of rationing 
at the start of 1949, and again in summer 1951, and successive price 
hikes did little to alleviate the dismal prospects for the Czechoslovak 
working class.* 

Women workers, in particular, commonly suffered from the ‘dual 
burden’, toiling long hours in the factory and yet being expected, in 
a patriarchal society, to carry out the bulk of domestic familial duties. 
They were still largely employed in traditional female industries, such 
as textiles and food, which were lower paid and had lower status; they 
were still open to abuse and condescension by their male co-workers 
and bosses; they seldom reached managerial and other upper-level 
positions of authority; they were marginalised by the party’s ‘cult of 
masculinity’; and they certainly never attained the rarefied realms of 
equal pay for equal work, despite the regime’s progressive rhetoric. It 
is true that socialised child-care facilities were massively extended, the 
number of créches growing from 268 in 1948 to 1,155 by 1955, and 
important social legislation and a new family code were passed, but 
in general state planners looked on women as a cheap labour reserve 
and gender equality in the workplace was never fully achieved.“ 

Workers were not, however, entirely defenceless. In the desper- 
ate struggle for survival, many resorted to absenteeism, engaged in 
mass job fluctuation, launched strikes and production slow-downs, 
feigned illness, or stole state property, all of which were regularly 
lamented in the media. They also devised informal strategies and 
practices in the factories and mines of ‘working the system’ to their 
advantage in an attempt to ease the burden of breakneck industrial 
growth. These local improvisations and mechanisms were based on 
inherited cultures of labour and workers’ ingrained sense of a moral 
economy, which often flew in the face of new ‘socialist’ forms of pro- 
duction, like 'Stakhanovism'. This Soviet expedient of ‘shock work’ 
and personalised norm-busting was bitterly, and fairly successfully, 
resisted by the majority of Czech workers, whose collective ethos and 
commitment to wage and status egalitarianism was affronted by the 
individualisation of work relations. Significantly, there was more than 
a measure of collusion between shop-floor operatives and lower-level 
officials in the trade unions, factory councils and enterprises. For 
instance, ‘unions often falsified records to reclassify workers into 
higher wage categories, covered up absenteeism, and issued phoney 
shockworker booklets which entitled the holders to free market goods 
at rationed prices'.? In response to these informal arrangements and 
working-class recalcitrance, the authorities were sometimes forced to 


84 COMMUNIST CZECHOSLOVAKIA, 1945-89 


make concessions, such as introducing greater democracy in factory 
council elections in the early 1950s. One of the leading historians of 
the Czechoslovak labour movement, Peter Heumos, has termed this 
process ‘the “flexible management” of the government administra- 
tion’, indicating that the regime’s room for manoeuvre in the work- 
place was relatively limited and open to adaptation. It also suggests, 
importantly, that the ‘mitigation of the worst features of economic 
Stalinism...probably lessened the degree of the workers’ alienation’ 
and opposition to the system.” 


Anti-Communist Resistance 


Regardless of the ambivalences, contradictions and negotiations 
of Czechoslovak Stalinism, the turmoil created by the policies of 
the communist regime after February 1948 generated widespread 
popular discontent. The prime example of overt resistance was the 
workers’ uprising in the Czech industrial city of Plzen in early June 
1953, just three months after Stalin’s death. ‘Resistance’ is a topical, 
but decidedly ambiguous and polemical concept, lacking definitional 
clarity. It is debatable whether historians can identify precisely which 
acts constitute ‘resistant’ behaviour, or can penetrate the subjectivities 
of resistance and disentangle individual impulses in chaotic situations 
like strikes or mass riots. Stark binaries such as ‘resistance’ versus 
‘conformity’ or ‘coercion’ versus ‘consensus’ only go so far in explain- 
ing the complexities of state-society relations under Stalinism. In 
highly authoritarian systems such as Stalinist Czechoslovakia, where 
the state itself was instrumental in turning ‘normal’ deeds into crimi- 
nal offences, it is tempting to evince ‘resistance’ not only in brazen 
acts of anti-government violence, but also in common practices such 
as low labour productivity, listening to jazz or the ubiquitous politi- 
cal joke. But the implication that all those workers who operated a 
‘go-slow’ or flitted from job to job or engaged in anti-Gottwald ban- 
ter in the pub were putative ‘resisters’ is surely problematic. While 
remaining at all times sensitive to the barbarous nature of the Stalinist 
system, we should not, I think, posit an undifferentiated oppositional 
Czech society locked in some unequal ‘heroic’ confrontation with 
an inorganic illegitimate state. A more nuanced understanding of 
state-society interactions and individual subjectivities, going beyond 
out-dated binaries by identifying the sources of consent, accommoda- 
tion and conflict, will help us to grapple better with the enigmatic 
and recalcitrant notion of ‘resistance’ in communist Czechoslovakia. 
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Contrary to the stereotypical picture of Czech passivity, indifference 
and buffoonery, expressions of popular anger, opposition and even 
armed resistance were not unknown in the years of Stalinism. Anti- 
state conspiratorial groupings, sometimes with links to émigré 
organisations, undoubtedly existed, the most celebrated case being 
that of the Masin brothers, Ctirad and Josef, who between 1951 and 
1953 carried out several politically motivated violent acts, including 
murder. In the Czech Republic today, the brothers are regarded as 
either anti-communist heroes or common criminals. However, many 
of these 'anti-state organisations', one suspects, were figments of the 
imagination of over-zealous secret police officers. More common 
were anti-communist leaflets and posters — "The KSČ is Leading Us 
to Destitution and Poverty’, “The Death of Stalin Means Death to 
Communists’, ‘Long Live the USA, Death to Communism’ — which 
appeared sporadically in various Czech and Slovak towns.*' Blue-collar 
workers were not slow to vent their resentment over high work norms, 
gross food shortages, Soviet-style “socialist competition' and cuts in 
customary social and labour benefits. Between 1948 and 1953, a total 
of 218 strikes broke out in the country's principal industrial areas, 
including in Slovakia.” Most were short-lived particularist affairs, but 
two mass demonstrations did occur in Moravia, the first in Brno in 
late November 1951 when an estimated 6,000 workers marched on 
the city centre briefly bringing public life to a standstill.? The second 
took place in the town of Prostéjov on 10 April 1953, when a crowd 
of around 3,000 protesters attacked the seat of municipal authority 
after the statue of Tomas G. Masaryk had been demolished by local 
communists.” 

The degree and durability of this popular unrest should not 
be exaggerated, nor should it automatically be seen as politically 
motivated. Indeed, Heumos has concluded that strikes were usually 
of a defensive character, focusing on ‘social issues’ with ‘political 
demands’ playing a ‘marginal role'. What is more, as he has also 
tellingly suggested: 


the focus on social relations is not to be understood...as a his- 
tory characterized by the actions of the state...and the often 
oppositional reactions of those who were simply acted upon. 
Cooperation with the political system could coexist with actions 
that could be described as deviant, just as accommodation and 
the pursuit of individual interests could reinforce conformity. 
Patterns of behavior that were unambiguous were only found 
occasionally.*° 
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Nevertheless, it is certainly the case that major work stoppages and 
large-scale public disorder alarmed party dignitaries and imparted 
a sense of looming social crisis, not least because they indicated 
that political discontent could rapidly emerge from socio-economic 
concerns. 

This was precisely the pattern that would be followed in the most 
overt and menacing form of popular resistance in Czechoslovakia in 
the 1950s — the Plzeň workers’ revolt of June 1953. This little-known 
event might accurately be termed the first anti-Stalinist rebellion in 
communist Eastern Europe, coming as it did two weeks before the 
more serious East German uprising which demanded Soviet military 
intervention. The immediate catalyst for the trouble in Czechoslovakia 
was a currency reform promulgated by the government on the even- 
ing of Saturday 30 May, which effectively wiped out people’s sav- 
ings and resulted in heavy price rises. By stipulating that existing 
Czechoslovak crowns would be exchanged for the new currency at a 
ratio of 5:1 for the first 300 crowns, and thereafter at the extortionate 
rate of 50:1, the decree was widely regarded as ‘state theft’, or in the 
collective memory as ‘the robbery of the century’. Particularly badly 
hit were large working-class families, pensioners, invalids and better- 
paid employees with bank deposits. In response, on 1 and 2 June at 
least 32,000 workers nationwide, including in Prague, went on strike, 
demonstrated and in one or two places temporarily overran the local 
authorities. The most threatening events occurred in Plzeň, where 
around 2,000 workers from the huge Skoda engineering and arma- 
ments plant, bolstered by hundreds of school and college students, 
apprentices, brewery workers and curious on-lookers, took to the 
streets. The town hall was ransacked, busts of Lenin, Stalin, Gottwald 
and Zápotocky were hurled into the square to the great delight of 
the protesters, portraits of Beneš were brandished, politicised slogans 
were heard — ‘Down with the communists!’; ‘We want free elections! ; 
‘We want a new government!’ — and fairly widespread violence broke 
out, requiring the deployment of the army and other special units 
to put down the rebels. There were no fatalities, but many scores of 
people were injured, including as many as 50 policemen and other 
officials, and hundreds were arrested, many of whom were sentenced 
to hefty terms in prison and labour camps.? 

Several important issues emerge from the Plzeň events about resist- 
ance in Czechoslovakia. First, it appears that communist workers, even 
some lowerlevel party and trade union functionaries, participated 
in the disturbances together with non-communists, suggesting that 
working-class solidarity took priority over Leninist party discipline. 
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Second, the near total ineffectiveness of Plzen’s party, police and 
security bodies in quelling the uprising implies a deep malaise at the 
heart of regional governance, which in turn raises questions about 
the ‘totalitarian’ nature of Czechoslovak communism. Third, the 
overwhelming majority of demonstrators, around 80 per cent, were 
industrial workers. The sources are silent, however, on whether these 
workers were skilled, semi-skilled or unskilled. Only one Czech histo- 
rian has broached this issue and she deduced that the demonstrations 
were strongest in factories with a relatively permanent cadre of ‘class 
conscious’ engineering workers, but archival sources indicate that all 
categories of workers participated, including technical, research and 
service staff.” Fourth, judging from court statistics approximately 65 
per cent were young, between the ages of 17 and 30 — Plzeň was in 
essence a revolt of the youth. Finally, and more surprising perhaps, a 
substantial minority of participants were women — about 14 per cent 
of those convicted were female, which may be indicative of the every- 
day frustrations, travails and harassment suffered by women workers. 
The worrying conclusion, no doubt, for leading representatives of 
the regime was that relatively large and diverse strata of the popula- 
tion were discontented and potentially open to oppositional activity. 
Something had to be done. 

That the outpouring of pent-up worker anger in the nationwide 
demonstrations had seriously shaken regional and central authorities 
is proven by the harsh repression meted out after the events. This 
‘strong hand’, as Zápotocký termed it,” was primarily designed to teach 
workers an enduring lesson, and it did have the desired effect of curb- 
ing industrial activism: there were only 45 strikes in Czechoslovakia in 
the years 1954 to 1956, compared to 146 in 1953 alone.““ But more 
than the exclusionary ‘stick’ was used, suggesting that the regime had 
more productive and inclusive ways of forging a measure of political 
legitimacy. Already in spring 1953 a reform-minded strategy, the ‘New 
Course’, had been devised in Moscow and in the next few years it was 
applied in varying degrees throughout the Soviet bloc. By reducing 
huge state investments in the military and heavy industry in order to 
expand consumer and agricultural production, the difficult balancing 
act of the ‘New Course’ was to ameliorate general standards of living 
without unduly risking security. Indeed, under Nikita Khrushchev, 
the emerging force in the USSR by the mid-1950s, socio-economic 
advancement became one of the focal ambitions of the Soviet regime, 
epitomised by an article published in Moscow in 1957 which insisted 
no less that ‘the essence of the Great October Socialist Revolution was 


an improvement in the material conditions of the workers'.“! 
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In Czechoslovakia, the equation ‘socialism = better living standards’ 
was partially achieved in the years after 1953 under the new party 
First Secretary Antonín Novotný, who took over following Gottwald's 
death in March of that year. Retail prices were lowered six times 
during 1953-56; personal consumption rose by 14 per cent in 1954, 
its highest post-war level; real wages increased, as did pensions and 
some social benefits; and the construction of 40,000 new homes 
was projected for the year 1954. Electrical appliances such as 
fridges, washing machines, radios and by the late 1950s televisions 
gradually became more available and affordable, and the provision 
of foodstuffs was relatively adequate, certainly in comparison with the 
dire situation in Hungary and Poland.” Indicative was the rhetoric 
about ‘socialist technology’, encapsulated in the production of the 
‘people’s car’. As we have seen, life was onerous in the early to mid- 
1950s, but there were a few signs of improvement for the future. 

However, the ‘New Course’ was ambivalent. On the one hand, it 
fostered hope among the people and ‘changed [the] attitude of a 
large section of the population towards the regime’, but on the other, 
the ‘overwhelming majority of the Party aktiv retained their opposi- 
tion to the changes’. The socio-economic concessions and the more 
nebulous political changes, focused on an ‘anti-bureaucracy’ drive, 
introduced by the Novotny regime went some way to assuage popular 
discontent and thus acted to shore up the communist system, while 
the limitations placed on the New Course by the neo-Stalinist leader- 
ship were welcomed, and in part conditioned, by the ‘conservative’ 
party apparatus at all levels. In these circumstances, the authority of 
the party was cautiously restored after the disruptions of June 1953, 
political centralisation persisted intact, the power-holders remained 
overwhelmingly united and to a certain extent expectation, mingled 
with a measure of passivity, was engendered among a confused and 
divided citizenry. These complex domestic developments and moods 
were accompanied by an equally ambiguous foreign scene in which 
anti-West German and US propaganda sat uneasily with a relaxa- 
tion of international tension, which by 1955 was associated with the 
‘Geneva spirit’. 

The overall question of the nature and scale of popular resistance 
in communist Czechoslovakia in the 1950s is not resolvable with any 
certitude and conclusions must be weighed judiciously. That said, 
I fully agree with Padraic Kenney that we should ‘discard...the old 
myth that opposition was natural and inevitable’. In this spirit, 
I would argue that defiant acts such as the Plzen uprising should not 
be automatically construed as evidence of ubiquitous political and 
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ideological resistance to the existing order or be viewed teleologically 
as the first in a line of mass revolts culminating in the annus mirabilis 
of 1989. The Plzeň revolt, ignited by a ruinous currency reform, was 
more a reflection of the disastrous socio-economic conditions and 
the breakdown in relations between party and workers at the point 
of production. It also seems likely that the conventional, and still 
influential, wisdom that the Stalinised KSČ in this period was a fully 
fledged ‘totalitarian’ party permeated with Leninist ‘democratic cen- 
tralism’ and ‘iron discipline’ is in important ways wide of the mark. 
If not ramshackle, the party, especially at the regional and enterprise 
level, was dysfunctional and divorced from its own grassroots mem- 
bers, let alone from the mass of non-communists. Finally, and most 
saliently, the Plzen events represented the initial turning-point in 
the party’s tentative and belated realisation that fresh methods had 
to be found to improve state-society relations. This was achieved, 
though never permanently, first by means of a New Course, then 
by what became known in the West as ‘de-Stalinisation’, and in the 
longer term by a ‘softer’ strategy of ‘socialist consumerism’. All these 
phenomena found their expression in the eventful decade 1953-67. 

In conclusion, after February 1948 the new communist rulers of 
Czechoslovakia, often under pressure from Moscow, took decisive 
steps to create a highly repressive, strictly centralised and politically 
monolithic Stalinist system. In the process, civil society was dealt a 
severe blow and many tens, probably hundreds, of thousands of peo- 
ple were stripped of their human dignity and freedoms. This is the 
bottom-line, which can never be overlooked or attenuated. However, 
this almost entirely pejorative image of a brutal, efficient and func- 
tional ‘totalitarian’ behemoth is complicated by two main caveats. 
First, as Fred Eidlin argued in the late 1980s: 


This is not a regime controlled by an omniscient, omnipotent elite 
single-mindedly united in pursuit of clearly defined goals. Rather 
it is one in which the ruling elite is ridden with conflicts and per- 
sonal rivalries, continually faced with apathy and hostility among 
the rank and file membership of the party. It is a power monopoly 
in which top decision-making bodies are unable to...keep track of 
the execution of their own decisions.” 


The resulting ‘organised chaos’ in the party, which often went hand- 
in-hand with regional and local modifications of central directives, 
was accompanied by a second important trend identified by Spurny 
in his analysis of the regime’s treatment of the German minority: the 
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‘ambiguous’ policies of ‘care’ and ‘control’. These, he maintains, were 
‘two interconnected responses to the insecurity of the 1950s’, the first 
of which ‘is often excluded’ from discussions of the Stalinist polity. 
Paternalistic ‘care’ for citizens, and not just Sudeten Germans, was 
evident for instance in the changes to the social, educational and cul- 
tural systems, several of which we have examined. Indeed, according 
to one expert, some of these amendments, ‘especially the National 
Insurance Law, corresponded to new international tendencies and 
even to the aspirations of the majority of the population’. 

The broader conclusion is that Czechoslovak Stalinism engaged 
not only in exclusionary class-based violence, but also sought 
inclusive devices, which affected different social strata in different 
ways. Upwardly mobile worker-promotees, impoverished collectivised 
peasant-farmers, self-satisfied bureaucrats, repressed ‘class enemies’, 
privileged ‘shock workers’, starving labour camp internees, enthusi- 
astic communist youth, compromised or silenced intellectuals — all 
endured, survived and helped to fashion the system and its discourses 
in numerous ways, not all of them negative. This plurality of lived 
experience meant that Stalinism was a murderous inferno for many, 
but was ‘socialism in the making’ for others. It is more than likely that 
individuals had multiple reactions to Stalinist policies, internalising 
and welcoming some, repudiating and rejecting others, doing their 
best to adapt, ignore or circumvent yet others. In sum, Stalinism was 
not simply imposed ‘from above’ by an ‘alien’ force completely and 
irrevocably divorced from Czechoslovak political culture and social 
processes. It was, to a limited extent at least, the product of the inter- 
mutuality and reciprocal accommodations of state and society. 


Chapter 4: Social Crisis and the Limits 
of Reform, 1953-67 


There is a temptation to view the period 1953 to 1967 as a 'quiet era' 
for communist Czechoslovakia. After the horrors and upheavals of 
Stalinism, the KSC leadership under First Secretary Antonín Novotny 
remained united and judiciously managed to limit the impact of 
the potentially damaging ‘de-Stalinisation’ measures imported from 
Moscow. Murderous elite purges came to an end and Czech and 
Slovak citizens appeared 'passive', having been coerced or co-opted 
into sullen silence. Moreover, there were signs of relative political and 
economic stabilisation: the worst excesses of mass repression were 
ameliorated, living standards perceptibly improved and the country 
portrayed itself as a modernising and ‘progressive’ state, epitomised 
by the triumph of the Czechoslovak pavilion at the Brussels World 
Fair in summer 1958. Indeed, the new Constitution of July 1960 for- 
mally announced that Czechoslovakia was the first people's democ- 
racy in Eastern Europe to attain the lofty goal of socialism — the state 
was now officially called the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic (CSSR). 
Czechoslovakia may have been a solidly conservative pro-Soviet aco- 
lyte, but nothing untoward appeared to ruffle the image of tranquil- 
lity, conformity and measured advance. 

However, bubbling below the surface were political, socio-economic 
and intellectual processes that scholars with the benefit of hindsight 
have conventionally termed ‘the origins of the Prague Spring’. 
Historians of the 1950s and 1960s, tantalised by the allure of the 
reformist innovations of 1968 and the subsequent Soviet invasion, 
have understandably focused their attention on the pivotal question: 
why did the Prague Spring occur? When, and why, did the seemingly 
impregnable Stalinist system start to implode? Why after 1956 did 
reformist ideas begin to influence fairly broad strata in the party, its 


91 


92 COMMUNIST CZECHOSLOVAKIA, 1945-89 


bureaucracies and society as a whole? This chapter concentrates on 
these vital problems by examining the slow pace of de-Stalinisation 
in Czechoslovakia after 1953, the dilemmas of rehabilitating the 
victims of Stalinism, the on-going tensions between Czechs and 
Slovaks, the consequences of economic stagnation in the early to mid- 
1960s, the intellectual challenge to the political and cultural norms 
of the regime and the emergence of an anti-Novotnyite coalition in 
the party hierarchy by autumn 1967. In addition, the origins of the 
Prague Spring must be elucidated by incorporating into the narrative 
such under-explored, but essential, themes as state-society relations, 
the strategies adopted by the communist leadership in its constant 
quest for political legitimacy, lifestyle and ‘socialist consumerism’, 
and the ‘Westernisation’ of youth and popular cultures. As in previ- 
ous chapters, the aim is to provide a more balanced and inclusive 
interpretation of the period by offering ‘from above’ and ‘from 
below’ perspectives. 


Abortive De-Stalinisation 


The historiographical consensus is that the Novotny regime was tardy 
in introducing de-Stalinisation policies after the Soviet dictator’s 
death in March 1953. It is true that a measure of liberalisation did 
occur: most labour camps were closed down, several leading victims 
were quietly released, grandiose show trials were eventually eschewed, 
punishments were less severe, conditions in prisons improved and 
limited attempts to rehabilitate the martyrs of Stalinist repression 
were undertaken. But state-sponsored repression did not cease, perse- 
cution, harassment and arrests, though at a reduced level, remaining 
an integral part of state governance well into the 1960s. The final big 
show trial, as we have seen, came as late as April 1954 when leading 
Slovak communists were sentenced to lengthy terms of imprisonment 
for ‘bourgeois nationalism’. Grotesquely, a towering statue of Stalin 
was erected in Prague as late as May 1955. Even Khrushchev’s ground- 
breaking ‘secret speech’ at the twentieth congress of the Soviet party 
in February 1956, in which he famously denounced aspects of Stalin’s 
despotic rule and ‘cult of personality’, did not put an end to the 
depredations. What is more, political power became increasingly cen- 
tralised in the hands of Novotny, who in November 1957 added the 
Presidency to his position as party First Secretary. The lack of mean- 
ingful political and attitudinal change in Czechoslovakia was graphi- 
cally illustrated in the momentous year 1956. At a time when Poland 
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and Hungary were racked by internal party convulsions and popular 
anti-Stalinist uprisings, the KSČ and Czechoslovak society appeared 
quiescent, cohesive and ideologically orthodox. The consequences of 
this stability were signal. For if the Czechs and Slovaks had rebelled in 
the autumn of 1956 like their Polish and Magyar neighbours, the very 
existence of the Soviet bloc could have been put in serious jeopardy. 
Hence, the stakes were extremely high for both Moscow and Prague. 
Why, then, did the country appear to be ‘dead calm’ (mrtvy klid) in 
1956?! And how did Czechs and Slovaks respond to the slow pace of 
‘de-Stalinisation’, and in particular the delayed release of political 
prisoners? 

The following archival-based case study of the reactions of party 
members and society to the challenges thrown up by de-Stalinisation, 
the Hungarian uprising and the tortuous rehabilitation process 
raises important interpretive points about popular opinion and 
state-society relations. To be sure, the problematic and fragmentary 
nature of party and secret police sources do not permit any sweep- 
ing generalisations and all conclusions must be circumspect. That 
said, it is clear that state—society relations were rarely straightforward: 
they were contradictory, dynamic and tense, often antagonistic. But 
the ‘people’ were not perpetually at loggerheads with the ‘regime’. 
There is more than superficial evidence of a mutually supportive 
nexus, of a certain shared socio-cultural, even ideological, terrain on 
which citizens sought to empower themselves and shape and make 
sense of the world around them. In the process they appropriated 
and reformulated aspects of the official ideology in line with their 
daily experiences and personal views. I call this convoluted amalgam 
‘critical loyalty’. 

Drawing on the work of Third Reich, East German and Soviet 
specialists,” my basic argument is that there existed several ‘bridges’ 
linking party-state beliefs, values and mentalities with those of sub- 
stantial social strata. Fundamental communist ideological assump- 
tions on class divisions, hostility towards ‘enemies’, the ‘superiority’ 
of the working class and the necessity of defending the ‘socialist 
state’ from its ‘revanchist’ neighbours appear to have influenced 
fairly broad sections of society. This was an intermediate and shifting 
set of shared perceptions, identifications, images and fears, some of 
which were short term and provisional, others longer term and more 
durable, some ideological, others practical, some more embedded, 
others fragile and contingent on changing circumstances. But it 
seems to me that the boundaries between ‘us’ and ‘them’ in post- 
Stalinist Czechoslovakia were not always as sharp as some scholars 
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have insisted and the state had more productive ways of generating 
legitimacy and compliance than intimidation and sheer coercion. 
That manifestations of outright ‘resistance’ and overt anti-communist 
action in Czechoslovakia in 1956 were minimal compared to Hungary 
and Poland — in Muriel Blaive’s words ‘the anatomy of a non-event’ — 
suggests that most citizens at best accepted or at worst tolerated the 
socialist framework of the republic as a home-made project rooted 
in the ‘national democratic revolution“ of 1945-48.? The majority of 
Czechs and Slovaks, I contend, favoured meaningful democratisation 
and change within the existing system. These conclusions, in turn, 
reveal the social underpinnings of both the twisted path of de-Stalin- 
isation and the eventual emergence of the Prague Spring reforms. 


A ‘Non-Event’?: Czechoslovakia in 1956 


The ‘crisis of communism’ in 1956 severely tested Novotny’s rather 
colourless regime, but it emerged from the tremors largely unscathed, 
at least in the short term.* The tentative signs of political de- 
Stalinisation in the USSR after the passing of the ‘Great Leader’, 
notably the release of prisoners and the closing of labour camps, 
represented an acute dilemma for the incumbent Czechoslovak party 
bosses. As Mary Heimann succinctly explains: 


to admit their own guilt in creating and perpetuating what were 
suddenly being called Stalinist ‘deformities’ might end up costing 
them their necks; yet to continue to defend the status quo would 
make them vulnerable to the charge of ‘deviating from the Soviet 
model’, the very crime for which they had persecuted their former 
colleagues.” 


There is no doubt that the ‘big four’, party leader Novotný, newly 
elected President of the Republic Antonín Zápotocký, Prime Minister 
Široký and Slovak Party First Secretary Karol Bacílek, were deeply 
implicated in the elite purges and mass repressions of the Stalinist 
era. They were well aware of the illegal interrogation methods used 
by the secret police and of the gross irregularities of the main show 
trials. As such, their power positions were directly threatened by any 
open investigation into the barbarities of the years 1948-53. After all, 
were they not the real guilty ones? 

The strategy they adopted in an attempt to extricate them- 
selves from this tight predicament was to recognise certain past 
‘excesses’, offer one or two high-ranking sacrificial lambs and enact 
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token democratisation measures while more genuinely pursuing 
the Moscow-inspired ‘New Course’ with its emphasis on improving 
mass living standards. This would, it was believed, circumvent the 
need for substantive reforms. But cynical opportunism, careerism 
and obfuscation were not the only factors that hindered the de- 
Stalinisation process in Czechoslovakia. It would appear that many 
communists, particularly in the party apparatus, sincerely believed in 
the guilt, or at least complicity, of some of the main victims of Stalinist 
terror. It was almost impossible for diehard militants to acknowledge 
that the party — the repository of ‘historical truth’, progress and 
enlightenment - had got things wrong. This ideologically conditioned, 
essentially ‘Stalinist’, mentality played an important role in delaying 
what was arguably the most significant de-Stalinisation measure: the 
release and rehabilitation of victims. One might also speculate that 
at the micro-level the willing or unwilling involvement of ordinary 
citizens — friends, neighbours, co-workers — in the persecution of the 
Stalinist years may have negatively influenced the popular reception 
of de-Stalinisation. Why dig around in the dirt when so many people 
had colluded with the authorities and so many had stepped into dead 
men’s shoes? 

In late February 1956, Khrushchev’s ‘bomb’ - his attack on the God- 
like Stalin — unexpectedly shattered this fragile conjuncture, shaking 
the Czechoslovak party rigid.? Shell-shocked KSC leaders did their 
best to contain the whirlpool of doubts, vacillations and strictures 
among rank-and-file communists often directed towards local and 
central luminaries. Both the immediate and longer-term response of 
the party executive in 1956 was that although ideological and politi- 
cal ‘mistakes’ had been made in the previous years, the party’s “basic 
line’ was, and remained, fundamentally correct and inviolable. But 
the new spirit emanating from Moscow could hardly be ignored. 
Hence, in early March regional meetings of the party aktiv were 
arranged at which lower-level officials were informed about the 
results of the Soviet congress. At these passionate and heated gather- 
ings, disoriented party members posed rather too many disconcerting 
questions about Stalin’s historic ‘errors’ and the effect of his cult on 
Czechoslovakia. Who in the present executive was trustworthy, should 
party members continue to believe in the Central Committee and 
how, given the continuity of personnel, would future policy improve 
on past mistakes?’ 

Intense discussions peaked in April when high-ranking figures in 
the Politburo and government, including Novotny, came in for sting- 
ing rebuke ‘from below’ for their ‘luxurious lifestyle’, ‘bourgeois 
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manners’ and arrogance. If such negative views about individuals 
were not bad enough, there were signs that faith in the party elite as 
a whole had been undermined. It was even contended that ‘a class 
struggle exists today in the party’ pitting ‘ordinary workers’ against 
‘the top functionaries, the so-called red aristocracy’. The dangerous 
heresy of pro-Titoism reared its head and Czechoslovakia’s uneasy 
relationship with the USSR was also aired, rank-and-file communists 
in central Prague putting it very starkly: ‘the CSR is an ideological and 
economic colony’ of the Soviet Union.’ For a short period in spring 
1956, then, the KSC appeared rudderless, lacking in concrete direc- 
tives from above, either from the leadership in Prague or Moscow. 
The resultant political and ideological space allowed party members 
to grope towards their own conclusions about Stalin and Stalinism. 
Profound bemusement, uncertainty and recriminations were engen- 
dered. Indeed, the straightforward word ‘chaos’ may not be too much 
of an exaggeration to describe some members’ reactions as seen in 
the words of one party stalwart: ‘today I cannot trust the Central 
Committee...there is chaos in the heads of communists'.? 

This inner-party turmoil quickly spread to the intellectuals. In 
April, at the writers’ congress several respected Czech authors took 
advantage of the more self-critical atmosphere and delivered scath- 
ing speeches on past party interventions in creative life, reinstating 
the challenging notion, first articulated in the national awakening 
of the nineteenth century, that writers were the ‘conscience of the 
nation'. This formulation undoubtedly represented a veiled ideo- 
logical threat to the party’s hegemony in national culture and as such 
was fiercely resisted by the leadership, which in the course of the 
next few months gradually tamed the intellectuals’ ‘congress front’. 
Slovak writers also entered the fray, bemoaning the lack of freedom 
of expression compared to Poland and Hungary.!! In May, university 
students likewise challenged the status quo, but their actions, though 
equally symbolic and certainly more visible, proved ultimately just as 
ephemeral as the pen-smiths’. The students’ protest found its most 
overt and bizarre expression in the traditional Majales demonstra- 
tions in Bratislava and Prague on 12 and 20 May respectively, during 
which the authorities were openly lampooned in a colourful and 
carnivalesque atmosphere. Some scholars have concluded that the 
students’ demands, which were an admixture of the academic with 
the political, represented an ‘abortive revolt’ against the system. 
However, there is little evidence to suggest that they were motivated 
by ardent anti-communism. Indeed, one of the Prague ringleaders 
later recalled that ‘we didn’t intend to make any sort of organized 
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resistance against the Communist regime’, a stance encapsulated in a 
slogan shouted at the May Day rally: ‘we don’t want to rebel, we want 
discussion'.'? 

Despite these strivings for greater democratisation among ordi- 
nary party members and sections of the intellectual elite, the KSC as 
a whole remained essentially united and the leadership was able to 
contain the debates within desired limits and isolate, and eventually 
reject, the more radical demands. By mid-May, they were sufficiently 
confident to undertake a counter-offensive. This retrenchment, com- 
bined with a series of moderate 'de-Stalinising' devices, such as lim- 
ited economic decentralisation, administrative de-bureaucratisation, 
a measure of enhanced autonomy for Slovakia and a theoretical 
commitment to ‘socialist legality’, meant that the Politburo never lost 
control of the situation, even at the height of the ‘cult’ controversies. 
A crucial factor in this stabilisation was the existence among many 
party officials and members of a tenacious predilection for ‘Stalinist’ 
conventions and ascriptive class designations which later in the year 
helped to bind the party together during the turbulent days of the 
Hungarian uprising. As one party instructor in Brno put it: ‘love for 
comrade Stalin is great’. The KSČ was certainly never a monolithic 
‘Stalinist’ party, but a persistent ‘indigenous Stalinism’ ran through 
its core in the 1950s and beyond by which ‘the more democratic and 
national aspects of communist tradition were...submerged by the 
dominant Stalinist patterns of thought and behavior, and communists 
were torn between conflicting loyalties and clashing precepts'."“ This 
dichotomy helps to explain the longer-term mentalities and collec- 
tive psyches behind both the prosecution and eventual refutation of 
Czechoslovak Stalinism. 

How did non-party popular opinion develop in 1956 and what 
historical significance can be attached to it? Contrary to stereotypes, 
Czech and Slovak citizens were not entirely passive in 1956, at least 
judging from party and police archival sources and perlustrated 
private letters. They eagerly engaged with events and expressed a 
plethora of divergent views ranging from strident support for the 
Hungarian ‘freedom fighters’ in their unequal struggle against the 
invading Red Army to fervent backing for the official party line on 
the “counter-revolutionary putsch’ in Budapest. There was much anti- 
communist and anti-Russian invective: ‘we will hang the red dogs’, 
‘we should shoot the communists’, ‘why don’t the Russians fuck off! 
An 'ex-fascist' worker surely put his finger on the regime’s worst fears 
when he declared: ‘it’s a pity that these events did not occur all at 
once. First there were disturbances here in Plzen, then in Poland and 
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now in Hungary. It would be different today if they had all happened 
together’. There were widespread demands, too, for greater democ- 
ratisation on the part of workers, professionals, students and rank- 
and-file party members, one Slovak labourer insisting that there's no 
democracy in the USSR and it's the same here’.!” 

Clearly, it was dangerous to be caught uttering such iconoclastic 
thoughts. According to a confidential party report on the Hungarian 
uprising, in the whole republic from late October to 5 November 
1956 there were 665 politically motivated criminal prosecutions. 
Exactly one-third of the judicial cases took place in Slovakia, which 
bordered Hungary and was home to a substantial Magyar minority, 
and almost one-half of those condemned were classified as manual 
labourers (dělníci)."* A typical sentence appears to have been several 
months in jail and a hefty fine.? From these statistics, it seems safe to 
assume a fairly high level of anti-regime sentiment, although one that 
is hardly indicative of mass unrest and pervasive opposition. Indeed, 
most arrests were for verbal drink-related infringements and minor 
‘provocations’, which were consciously politicised by the authorities. 

It is equally obvious from the archival record, however, that nega- 
tive opinion was tempered by more regime-affirming views, and not 
just from party members. Czech political émigrés no less saw many 
positive socialist aspects of the system — full employment, nationalised 
industry, state-controlled prices, sickness insurance, pensions, and 
child and maternity allowances. In August 1956 these ideas were sum- 
marised thus: “it cannot be presumed that the people would agree to 
the re-establishment of a regime similar to that in power between the 
two world wars. Practically nobody thinks in terms of returning to a 
capitalist system'.?? Even British diplomats in Prague noted that “pro- 
Communist sympathies, which were strong immediately after the war, 
have not been entirely spent"?! Several letter writers were passionate 
about the superiority of socialism over capitalism, epitomised by the 
words of one female author: 'I stand with my heart and mind behind 
the socialist system'. A husband writing to his wife asserted that this 
sentiment was fairly widespread: ‘not only party members, but also 
non-party people, remain firmly behind the policies of the KSC’.” 
The improving socio-economic situation was also noted by many citi- 
zens, one non-communist worker maintaining that *what's happened 
in Hungary and Poland is impossible here because we have a united 
party and government backed by the working class'.? 

Anxiety among Czechs and Slovaks over perceived German and 
Hungarian 'revanchism' ran deep. The fear of German irredentism 
was especially pronounced in north Bohemia among Czech settlers 
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who had replaced the expelled ethnic Germans in 1945-46. For 
example, a railway worker from Usti nad Labem revealed his dread 
of retaliation: ‘the Germans will come to our republic and throw all 
us Czechs into the Elbe’, no doubt a symbolic reference to the Usti 
massacre of July 1945.** In Gottwaldov, ‘some non-party and party 
members...say that now we will again be surrounded by enemies 
as in 1938’.% A police report from early November 1956 spoke 
of citizens fearing a West German “attack on the GDR and then 
Czechoslovakia’. It was an embedded historical memory which 
regime propaganda actively fostered and reflected. As a young émi- 
gré said, one of the most refined and popular communist arguments 
was against the so-called ‘German danger’ and threat of retribution.”’ 

Magyar revanchism was likewise broadly feared and rooted in the 
historical consciousness of Czechs and particularly Slovaks. There 
was a host of rumours about “Hungarians occupying Slovakia’ and 
concerns that ‘Hungarian irredentists are working at full speed'.?? 
These were accompanied by a widespread rejection of the ‘gross 
bestiality’ and ‘chopping off of heads’ that was perpetrated, accord- 
ing to the Czechoslovak media, by the insurgents in Hungary.” 
Hence, the suppression of the Hungarian uprising by the Red Army 
in early November 1956 seems to have been welcomed by many 
Czechoslovak citizens, not so much because it represented a vic- 
tory of ‘progressive forces’ over ‘counter-revolution’, but because it 
ended the barbarous violence and sense of uncertainty and prepared 
the way for ‘normality’. As one letter writer vividly put it: ‘thank God 
we have beaten these Hungarian counter-revolutionaries, bandits, 
fascists, terrorists and imperialist elements and there is peace... Now 
we can calmly get back to work’.*® Regardless of the crass ideologised 
terminology, it was a sentiment that was not lost on relatively large 
numbers of people. 

Novotny’s depressingly conservative and lacklustre regime thus 
survived the turmoil of 1956 for a variety of reasons: internal party 
discipline was maintained despite the initial disarray caused by 
Khrushchev’s attack on Stalin’s ‘cult of personality’; no popular 
reformist Wladystaw Gomutka or Imre Nagy existed in the KSČ lead- 
ership to challenge the incumbent neo-Stalinists; socio-economic 
conditions had improved since the upheavals of June 1953 and there 
was hope for future advances; all sources of real or potential opposi- 
tion to the regime were isolated and intimidated; and the ‘critical 
loyalty’ displayed by many citizens to the regime signified that the 
lingering bonds between state and society had not been entirely 
destroyed by the years of Stalinist repression and material hardship. 
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A similar conclusion can be drawn by an examination of the long 
drawn out rehabilitation process in Czechoslovakia. 


Rehabilitation of Stalinist Victims 


The legacy of Stalinist terror in Czechoslovakia, as elsewhere in 
Eastern Europe, was far-reaching. Mass repression struck at the very 
heart of the legitimacy of the regime and its leading representatives 
and therefore in many ways the painfully delayed release and reha- 
bilitation of victims in the post-Stalinist period lay at the root of the 
social crises that culminated in the reforms of the Prague Spring. 
Indeed, a complex amalgam of moral disgust with the judicial crimes 
of the 1950s and a sense of guilt felt by many for contributing to past 
evils underlay the growing opposition to the Novotny regime. What 
mattered was unearthing the ‘truth’ about the discredited past in an 
effort to cleanse the body politic. It was this longing for the return 
of legal norms, the end of arbitrary rule and of the concentration of 
power in a few hands that gradually bound the majority of citizens 
to the reformist movement. As Milan Hauner has noted: ‘the central 
element in this process of trust-building between the reformist lead- 
ership and the population was precisely the desire to visualise social- 
ism without secret police and torture chambers, [and] the need to 
rehabilitate the thousands of innocent victims who suffered during 
the 1950s in the Czechoslovak variant of GULAG'.?! But even the dis- 
tressing re-evaluations of the past associated with Alexander Dubéek’s 
‘socialism with a human face’ did not adequately fulfil the demands 
for moral rehabilitation and justice on the part of the unjustly con- 
demned. Such closure had to await the collapse of the communist 
regime and the ongoing legal amendments of the 1990s and 2000s. 
The rehabilitation of political prisoners in the 1950s and early 
1960s, spurred by developments in Moscow, unfolded in two phases. 
The initial stage occurred in the mid-1950s when the KSC Presidium 
belatedly established a party commission to review the cases against 
leading communists. The second phase began after Khrushchev’s 
renewed ‘de-Stalinisation’ drive in 1961-62 and culminated in two 
other inconclusive party revisions of the trials. These official reviews 
were in part occasioned by a deluge of petitions from both promi- 
nent and lay victims and were punctuated by a series of presidential 
amnesties which cumulatively saw the conditional release, but not 
full rehabilitation, of many thousands of people, ‘ordinary’ criminals 
as well as communist and non-communist political prisoners.? The 
three party review committees created to investigate the Stalinist 


SOCIAL CRISIS AND THE LIMITS OF REFORM, 1953-67 101 


trials — the Barák Commission in 1955-57, the Kolder Commission 
of 1962-63 and the ‘Barnabite’ Commission of summer 1963 — were 
all unsatisfactory compromise affairs designed to limit the impact of 
rehabilitation on the reputation of the incumbent leaders, notably 
Novotný, and of the KSČ and regime as a whole. Some sentences 
were reduced, several leading victims were quietly released and the 
Kolder Commission's report, ratified by the Presidium in April 1963, 
even ‘described the main trials as fabrications and completed the 
judicial [though not political and moral] rehabilitation of all the con- 
demned', Slánský included.*? However, the partial rehabilitations and 
amnesties from the mid-1950s onwards represented a distinct double- 
edged sword for the communist authorities. On the one hand, they 
were a palpable risk for the party leadership, creating turmoil, doubt 
and heretical ideas in the heads of lower-level functionaries, ordinary 
members and intellectual strata, particularly in Slovakia. But on the 
other hand, there is evidence that sections of the rank-and-file and, 
more importantly, non-party citizenry at times identified with the 
goals and ideological suppositions of the regime, thereby indirectly 
contributing to abortive de-Stalinisation. 

Ostensibly, top secret KSC reports on responses to the piecemeal 
revisions reflected the disciplined stance of party functionaries and 
activists. But a closer reading reveals that an ideological can of worms 
had been opened. Already in spring 1956 in the wake of Khrushchev’s 
‘secret speech’ party officials and rank-and-file members began asking 
many highly sensitive questions: ‘how should party members explain 
the violently forced confessions of the Slansky band’ and ‘what will 
happen to those who broke socialist legality’ in Czechoslovakia by 
carrying out ‘Gestapo methods’?** Others demanded: ‘who is culpa- 
ble for the tyranny?’ and seemed to point the finger at Novotny and 
Bacilek, ‘who were the main accusers in the Slánský trial'. The new 
requirement for an objective ‘truth’ struck at the very heart of the 
party’s claim to a monopoly of knowledge and doctrinal purity and 
hence must have been considered a dangerous heresy. The ‘answers’ 
provided by the leadership to these unwelcome queries were clearly 
inadequate as, seven years later, in April 1963 at the time of the 
Kolder report, the same issues were again troubling district officials 
and the rank-and-file: ‘how was it possible to commit such gross errors 
and breaches of socialist legality...Did the party leaders really not 
know of the incorrect investigation methods of the security organs’? 
What role did the present members of the Central Committee play 
in the early 1950s and have they performed real self-criticism? Some 
speakers linked the ‘cult of personality’ and lack of inner-party 
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democracy with contemporary economic problems in the country 
and called for broader improvements in KSČ policy.*“ 

Indicative of the subterranean upheaval in the party, especially 
among the cultural intelligentsia, was the on-going Czech-Slovak 
impasse. In retrospect, it appears that 1963 was a pivotal year for 
Czech-Slovak relations. In April, Dubček replaced the despised 
Bacílek as First Secretary of the Slovak party and thereafter oversaw 
a partial, but nonetheless significant, revitalisation of political and 
cultural life in Slovakia, which some observers have termed the 
‘Bratislava Spring’, pre-dating its Prague equivalent by several years. 
As a result, tensions grew between the conservative Novotný and the 
cautiously moderate Dubček. Their personal rivalry was, however, the 
tip of the iceberg. In 1964, the Security Services drew up a classified 
‘Information Report on the Situation in Slovakia’ surveying reactions 
to the rehabilitation of Gustáv Husák and other prominent Slovak 
communists sentenced in April 1954 on the spurious and inflamma- 
tory charge of ‘bourgeois nationalism’. The document painted an 
alarming picture of Slovak political life. Like all official files, great 
care is required in assessing its provenance and content, but the 
report strikes a chord in its depiction of Slovak nationalist sentiment. 
It stated that the Slovak intelligentsia and ‘cultural workers’ positively 
evaluated the rehabilitation of Husak and the ‘bourgeois national- 
ists’, supported their activities in the 1940s and 1950s and viewed 
their rehabilitation as a starting point for further political change. 
There were also demands for Husák's return to responsible political 
functions in the Slovak Communist Party. But more disconcerting for 
the leadership in Prague were the suggestions that the entire Czech- 
Slovak relationship needed to be re-examined, that there was ‘broad 
support’ for Slovak national emancipation and that Slovakia faced a 
renewal of religious life and church activity.” 

Indeed, a federal solution was a long-standing goal of many 
Slovaks and was forcefully reiterated by the eminent historian Milos 
Gosiorovský, whose pro-federalism memorandum of March 1963 
heavily influenced Slovak party and intellectual elites, some of whom 
addressed a letter to the Soviet Consulate in Bratislava in June stat- 
ing that the ‘whole economic, political and cultural life of Slovakia is 
basically directed from Prague'.?? Profoundly angered by the impact 
of Gosiorovsky’s bold initiative, Novotny delivered an offensive anti- 
Slovak speech in Košice which did much to inflame passions. What is 
more, it seems some Czechs regarded Slovak proposals for a democ- 
ratisation of mutual relations as a form of separatism — 'the Slovaks 
wanted to break away’ (‘Slováci se chtěli odtrhnout'), an attitude that 
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would reappear five years later during the Prague Spring.” The 
point is that these ‘nationalist’ aspirations did not remain confined 
to a small band of educated intellectuals in and outside the party. 
They resonated with many ‘ordinary’ KSS members and Slovak 
citizens. To this extent, the fear of the central authorities was that 
the release and full rehabilitation of the ‘bourgeois nationalists’ 
would boost notions of federalism, strain Czech-Slovak relations 
and represent, no less, a potential threat to the integrity and unity 
of the state. Certainly, the Czechoslovak secret police, the StB, went 
to great lengths to monitor the activities of former members of the 
wartime Slovak nationalist party and the perceived remnants of its 
armed wing, the Hlinka Guard. 

A brief study of the presidential amnesty of May 1960 also reveals 
that the regime had good cause for concern over the release of so 
many internees. Under the terms of the amnesty, introduced as 
part of the celebrations marking the fifteenth anniversary of the 
country’s liberation by the Red Army, 7,168 inmates were freed from 
detention, of whom 5,677 were political prisoners. According to the 
Deputy Minister of the Interior, over 3,800 were workers, farmers 
and ‘working members’ of the bourgeoisie, 2,620 were 'kulaks and 
other ‘bourgeois’, and around 650 were ‘anti-social parasitic ele- 
ments'.? Returnees were effectively on probation, received meagre 
compensation, if at all, were debarred from public life and often 
denied appropriate employment, most being assigned menial jobs. 
Before their release they had to sign a document saying they would 
never speak about their experiences in prison or camp, although 
some did. Hence, in the opinion of one Czech specialist, the presi- 
dential decree created ‘a new category of “former persons” — the 
so-called “amnestants"'.“! The bulky security service reports on these 
amnestants clearly indicate that although the communist authori- 
ties had decided to set free several thousand Stalinist victims they 
still regarded them as ‘enemies’ whose activities had to be closely 
followed.” The StB motto appeared to be: ‘once an enemy, always 
an enemy’, a tacit recognition that the years of detention had failed 
to ‘re-educate’ the prisoner. For example, police files are replete 
with reports that ex-prisoners were engaged in ‘hostile activities’, 
especially former priests in Slovakia stigmatised as ‘reactionary 
Catholic fanatics’, banned sectarians such as Jehovah’s Witnesses 
and ex-members of non-communist opposition parties.“ An official 
police report into the May 1960 amnesty summed up the regime’s 
concerns: ‘vacillating elements’ among the released believe a political 
‘reversal’ is possible in the near future not only in Czechoslovakia, but 
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also in other socialist states including the USSR.“ The ‘typical view 
of the amnestied was distrust and an overwhelmingly hostile attitude 
towards our [socialist] order’.* 

Popular perceptions of the amnesty, as depicted in the Security 
Services archive, also gave the authorities cause for disquiet. Although 
many citizens welcomed the amnesty and some, in line with the offi- 
cial rendition, regarded it as a manifestation of ‘socialist humanism’ 
and the moral strength and political vitality of the system, people of 
‘bourgeois origin’ were said to ‘trivialise’ the guilt of the returnees, 
churches provocatively offered thanksgiving services and believ- 
ers considered the amnesty ‘an act influenced by God’ and saw no 
positive part played by the state. The remnant German minority took 
advantage of the concession to push for improvements in their condi- 
tions and there were several reports of ‘reactionary doctors’ writing 
supposedly false certificates for amnestied prisoners freeing them 
from unsuitable work.* In some communities, especially in the rural 
areas of south Moravia, returnees were ‘heartily greeted by persons 
with negative attitudes’ to the regime.“ To this extent, the amnesty 
had potentially oppositional implications and citizens’ responses to it 
were unpredictable and uncontrollable. 

The Security Services archive, however, is full of sources which 
are best interpreted as evidence of an underlying affinity between 
diverse sectors of society and the communist regime. Although police 
documentation is doubtless exaggerated, over-ideologised and self- 
aggrandising, it does impart a revealing glimpse into the social resent- 
ments and cleavages that rumbled below the surface of daily life. For 
instance, in a Prague paper mill employees complained that workers 
remain in prison while the ‘gentlemen factory owners’ (pani fabrikanti ) 
are set free.“* Similarly, citizens in Ústí nad Orlicí disagreed with the 
amnesty, saying a labourer who steals 2,000 crowns of property from 
the socialist state must serve his entire sentence, while ‘enemies’ are 
released for ‘anti-state crimes'.? In the Kolin chemical works, it was 
stated that ‘mainly workers should be liberated...not members of anti- 
state groups’, while at the Tatra factory in Ceska Lipa there was ‘sharp 
criticism’ about the fact that ‘workers remained in prison, while class 
enemies were set free'.? A Slovak editor lamented that ‘out-and-out 
fascists, bloody [Hlinka] guardists, people who have blood on their 
hands, people who have murdered and killed’ have been included in 
the amnesty and ‘they will now poison our political life*.*! 

Individual ‘class aliens’ were also targeted. In Beroun district, local 
people opposed the reappointment of a Catholic priest to ‘spiritual 
service’ as ‘he belongs down the mines’, and one resident complained 
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that the ‘amnesty had released all the scum (lumpové y.” Inhabitants 
of Třeboň were annoyed by the reappearance of a notary who had 
‘robbed the people’ and in Ceska Lipa ‘citizens were seriously agi- 
tated by the return of Josef Kulhanek, a downright [American] agent 
and leader of an anti-state group’. Residents in Havlíčkův Brod 
proposed that all returnees should be removed to another hous- 
ing estate as if they were blighted by disease. One local family had 
four amnestants, one of whom was ‘well known as a foreign intel- 
ligence agent’, and their return ‘would mean nothing good for the 
community’.** This sense of illiberalism and class resentment seems 
to have permeated much of the population. For example, citizens in 
Prague’s 11th district ‘protested’ about the fact that some amnestants 
had been provided with accommodation without having to take their 
turn on the housing list. Workers in central Bohemia were angry 
that returnees were being re-awarded their academic titles, civil and 
voting rights, and were even granted paid holidays. ‘In the entire 
Chrudim district’, people criticised the fact that the crimes of the 
returnees are ‘forgiven’ and that they can lay claim to pensions. In 
addition, in one local community ‘citizens disagreed with the release 
of the majority of amnestied persons’, saying their time in prison was 
too short to re-educate them. They were ‘outright enemies of the 
system'.? In the north Bohemian region, it was even reported that in 
general ‘ordinary workers’ were of the ‘firm opinion’ that the ‘scale 
of the amnesty was too democratic’ and the liberation of ‘hardened 
anti-state elements’ would not ‘pay off’, as witnessed in Hungary and 
Poland in 1956.” 

The overall picture of communist politics and state-society relations 
in the decade after Stalin's death is thus opaque and contradictory. 
On the one hand, measures to reform and democratise the system 
were strictly limited, reflecting the vicissitudes of de-Stalinisation in 
the USSR under Khrushchev. The embedded conservative proclivi- 
ties of the KSČ leadership alienated and confused many lower-level 
officials, party members and citizens, particularly the intelligentsia, 
who were impatient with the slow pace of change. Czech-Slovak 
tensions continued to fester, oppositional currents existed and the 
regime's reluctance to rehabilitate Stalinist terror victims represented 
a canker on the body politic. On the other hand, party discipline 
ultimately remained firm, a resilient vein of ‘indigenous Stalinism’ 
afflicted a substantial stratum of the rank-and-file and, importantly, 
the dominant social attitude of ‘critical loyalty’ signified that state- 
society relations were, to a certain extent, mutually reinforcing. This 
strained reciprocity was based on a relatively broad acceptance of the 
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fundamental principles of socialism and the recognition of socio- 
economic advancement, profound apprehensions about state secu- 
rity in the face of perceived German and Magyar ‘revanchism’, shared 
class or ‘workerist’ perspectives and resentments, revulsion over the 
barbarity of the ‘counterrevolutionary’ violence in Hungary, and 
distinct currents of populist liberalism, authoritarianism and even 
forms of neo-Stalinism. But these bonds of minimal trust were to be 
severely tested in the early to mid-1960s by the poor performance of 
the economy and frustrated social aspirations. 


Economic Crisis and Social Flux 


The Novotnyites could justifiably pat themselves on the back for 
surviving the ‘crisis of communism’ in 1956. Their hard line against 
'counter-revolution' at home and abroad had proven to be ‘correct’ 
and won Soviet plaudits. Understandably, this uncompromising 
stance was deemed worthy of continuation, and in the wake of the 
crushing of the Hungarian Revolution an almost immediate backlash 
took place in Czechoslovakia in the form of a vicious campaign against 
Yugoslav inspired ‘revisionism’ and its intellectual proponents. What 
is more, several recalcitrant Slovak writers were scapegoated in 1957, 
the drive to collectivise agriculture was stepped up, an anti-religious 
crackdown was set in motion, a mini-purge of managers, professionals 
and officials was launched in 1958 and the ‘Soviet model’ continued 
to be lauded and copied. This triumphalist mood was buoyed by 
apparently sound economic growth figures in the late 1950s. National 
income rose by 7-8 per cent a year, industrial output by 11 per cent 
and labour productivity by 7 per cent.” In this atmosphere, meaning- 
ful reform was firmly off the agenda. On the contrary, the regime 
appeared confident, stable and resistant to change, typified by the 
new Constitution of July 1960, the ratification of which signified 
formally that the socialist goals of the ‘victorious February’ had been 
fulfilled. The road to communism lay ahead, or so it seemed. 


Economic Stagnation and Reform 


The sense of self-assurance and the impressive production statistics 
were, however, hopelessly inapposite. Economic crisis struck with a 
vengeance by 1962-63 providing a mighty impetus for reform, par- 
ticularly when linked to destabilising political phenomena such as 
renewed pressures for de-Stalinisation, incompetent bureaucratic 
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over-centralisation and the ever-present ‘Slovak question’. In addition, 
structural social transformations, rising educational levels and related 
aspirations for a higher quality of life and improved consumption 
and cultural participation engendered powerful currents in favour 
of a more ‘modern’ and humane form of socialism in tune with the 
demands of a rapidly changing and diversified society. Inside the 
KSČ, a wide range of intellectuals, academics, technical and profes- 
sional experts and, not least, younger apparatchiks began to push 
for substantive change. Novotný and his cohorts, notably chief ideo- 
logue Jiří Hendrych, paid lip service to economic, social and cultural 
reform, but more often than not dragged their feet fearing that inno- 
vations in the socio-economic field would inevitably lead to demands 
for a far-reaching political metamorphosis, and with it their demise. 
They were not wrong. The debilitating intra-party battles between 
‘conservatives’ and ‘reformers’, which characterised the 1960s and 
culminated in Novotny’s ouster in January 1968 and the subsequent 
Prague Spring, had commenced. 

By 1963 the once vigorous industrial economy of Czechoslovakia 
was showing virtually zero growth, an unprecedented disaster for a 
socialist state.” In that year industrial output fell, as did GNP by over 
2 per cent; there was an acute shortage of consumer goods; housing 
construction was still not meeting demand; the balance of trade was 
negative; labour productivity was disconcertingly sluggish; and agri- 
cultural production, though improving, remained below that of 1936! 
The situation had been catastrophic since the summer of 1962, when 
the third five-year plan had to be abruptly terminated and replaced by 
an emergency one-year plan to stabilise the economy. But neither did 
this ill-conceived improvised project work. What was the problem? 
International factors — the Berlin and Cuban missile crises and a loss 
of trade with China — and climatic conditions outside of the leader- 
ship’s control undoubtedly played their part, but the real issue was 
the nature and scale of the Stalinist “command economy’ constructed 
since the late 1940s. Specifically, the reformers sought a decisive 
move away from the hyper-centralised basis of state planning and 
its irrational investment policy, which in their view had engendered 
the crises of 1962-63. A shift from ‘extensive’ to ‘intensive’ growth 
was needed and this in turn required a fundamental reassessment of 
the role of the market in a socialist economy. The overall aim was to 
modernise and perfect that economy, making it more responsive to 
society’s needs. 

Since the late 1950s, and more substantively in the early 1960s, 
a group of official economic theorists led by Professor Ota Sik had 
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begun to advocate a moderate decentralisation of the planned econ- 
omy allowing for greater enterprise autonomy, a recalculation of the 
pricing and wage systems, and most controversially the introduction 
of regulated ‘commodity money relations’, later dubbed the ‘socialist 
market’, to satisfy consumer demand and activate light and tertiary 
industries. Even the accursed word ‘profit’ was used. For the more 
radical reformers, these innovations demanded a re-examination 
of the input of the state in the socialist economy. By the mid-1960s, 
Sik and others were arguing that the government should perform a 
macro-economic function, overseeing the basic structural and finan- 
cial tasks of the economy, while leaving the micro-economic func- 
tions to lower level organisations and enterprise managers. There 
was even talk of self-managing workers’ councils on the Yugoslav 
model. Ultimately, these reforms, soon to be described as a potential 
‘third way’ between laissez-faire capitalism and the centrally planned 
Soviet-style economy, threatened a root-and-branch reordering of 
the party’s ‘leading role’ in society and hence struck at the heart of 
the entrenched power structures and vested interests of the apparat. 
Indeed, by 1967 Sik concretely broached the taboo of linking eco- 
nomic reform to political change and personnel turnover at the apex 
of power. 

It is therefore hardly surprising that Novotny and his supporters, 
while recognising the need for a measure of creative thinking, did 
their best to dilute the essence of the economists’ proposals and 
delayed their implementation until 1965. As the First Secretary said: 
‘no, comrades, we shall not allow liberalising, let alone capitalist 
influences in our economy’. The Novotnyites’ basic goal was the 
preservation, or at best ‘improvement’, of the existing system, and 
anything that promised to boost the regime’s legitimacy in the face of 
economic decline was worthy of consideration. But the conservatives, 
including many trade union officials and blue-collar workers, feared 
the possible consequences of reform: inflation, greater wage differ- 
entials and de-levelling, job losses and unemployment. More than a 
few in the party apparatus resisted any change whatsoever. Hence, 
recalcitrant and inert middle-level bureaucrats and many of their 
superiors were determined that the reform process should be long 
and slow. Under these unpredictable and inauspicious circumstances, 
it was extremely difficult for the innovators to enforce substantive 
decentralisation and pluralisation of the economy. It is even argued 
that in some ways the Czechoslovak economy became more centralised 
after 1965 and the introduction of market procedures was scarcely 
begun. Those reforms that were implemented were experimental and 
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piecemeal. By mid-1965, for instance, only ‘20 per cent of industrial 
output was being produced in enterprises operating under experi- 
mental conditions’. Despite renewed formal commitment to an accel- 
erated programme of economic transition at the party congress in 
June 1966 and some signs of growth thereafter, the speed up ‘brought 
the whole process of reform to a point of crisis in 1967’.°! 


Social and Political Critiques 


To understand this wider crisis of the ancien régime, it is essential to 
take on board the concerted and mutually supportive nature of the 
reformist onslaught on the defects of the Novotny ‘system’. It was not 
only party economists who struggled against embedded conservatism. 
Social theorists, political scientists, philosophers, lawyers and many 
other professionals grappled their way towards a broad-ranging cri- 
tique of the existing power hierarchies. The underlying proposition 
was that the old Stalinist model of ‘total’ party dominance in all fields 
of human endeavour — political, socio-economic, cultural, moral — 
was becoming increasingly out-dated in an era of mass education, 
social diversification and the so-called ‘scientific and technological 
revolution’ (STR). According to Radovan Richta, the eminent Czech 
social theorist of the STR and main author of the highly influential 
text Civilization at the Crossroads (1966), ‘science is now penetrating all 
phases of production and gradually assuming the role of the central 
productive force of human society...Socialism stands or falls with 
science’. The enhanced economic position of science necessitated 
‘radical changes in education, the increased technical competence 
of workers, better utilization of the technical and scientific intelli- 
gentsia and adequate rewards for their work...and improved meth- 
ods of consultation with scholars...An atmosphere of free discussion 
and conflicting views was a prerequisite for the maximum develop- 
ment of science’ and thus ‘democratic forms of participation’ were 
required if socialism was to survive and prosper.“* All this massively 
impacted on the key political issue: the leading role of the party. 
For what would remain of the party’s monolithic position if critical 
voices were permitted, if enterprise managers, experts and state 
officials were appointed for their ‘technical competence’ rather than 
ideological commitment, if intellectual work was valued more than 
manual labour, and if it was recognised that stratified, even conflict- 
ual, interests existed in Czechoslovak society, which may eventually 
require multi-party representation and mediation? The contradic- 
tions and dangers were legion and traditional Marxist theses rarely 
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provided adeguate answers. More relevantly, neither did the inept 
and indecisive Novotný leadership. 

In the realm of political theory, reformers such as the party-trained 
lawyer Zdeněk Mlynář were tentatively re-evaluating the relation- 
ship between state and society and reflecting on the party's leading 
role. Starting from the premise that the Stalinist system implanted 
in Czechoslovakia after 1948 had negated the rule of law and indi- 
vidual rights, Mlynář and other temperate iconoclasts argued that a 
‘new political system was needed which would shift the balance from 
coercion to persuasion and would establish democratic procedures 
for reconciling conflicting [social] interests’. Crucially, Mlynář, while 
accepting the single-party framework, contended that the KSC’s lead- 
ing role was not won ‘once and for all by a single act or organizational 
form’, but had to be ‘constantly re-formed by the practical policies 
of the party’, which should ‘defend all-society needs’. What is more, 
these needs and interests would be formulated and expressed by 
invigorated social ‘pressure groups’, which by operating within the 
confines of the National Front would impact on the state machinery. 
This was, in essence, a democratised vision of a semi-pluralistic pol- 
ity in which citizens, through their public organisations, would exert 
an influence on regional and national affairs. Mlynar’s ideas were 
undoubtedly circumscribed, subject to internal contradictions and 
limited largely to party intellectuals and theorists, but, like Sik and 
Richta’s, they represented a dynamic challenge to the stagnation and 
inefficiency of the Novotny status quo. 

A telling example of the incompetence of the existing order with 
far-reaching consequences was the low level of educational and pro- 
fessional quality of its ‘cadres’. It was calculated in the mid-1960s 
that ‘only 11.9 per cent of “leading officials” had higher education, 
while 60.3 per cent had only primary or junior specialised educa- 
tion, the remaining 27.8 per cent having secondary and senior 
specialised training’. What did this mean on the ground? According 
to the respected sociologist, Pavel Machonin, a mere 48 per cent 
of enterprise managers and deputy managers and 38 per cent of 
foremen were adequately qualified for their posts and almost half a 
million people occupied jobs for which they were unqualified. Two 
major interrelated conclusions can be drawn from these statistics. 
First, ideological criteria too often won out over educational and 
technical prowess in the appointment of higher-ranking officials. 
This deeply ingrained party attitude, mirroring Novotny’s personal 
anti-intellectualism,* was summed up by Josef Toman, the chair of 
the State Committee for Organisation and Management: ‘a leading 


SOCIAL CRISIS AND THE LIMITS OF REFORM, 1953-67 111 


economic worker must above all be a man devoted to the cause of 
socialism’. But for reformers, such as the released Slánský trial victim 
Evžen Lobl, the ‘creative thinking and business acumen’ necessary 
for reviving the laggard economy ‘cannot be commanded’ and stifled 
by party loyalty.” 

Second, the ‘party ceiling’, supplemented by cronyism and self- 
perpetuating networks, signified a distinct lack of upward social 
mobility for many tens of thousands of highly educated younger peo- 
ple. By the mid-1960s, one in six graduates ‘had to take jobs below 
the level for which he or she was qualified’ and hence had to endure 
lower wages. Despite the radical rhetoric of gender equalisation, 
women’s earnings were still approximately two-thirds of men’s. This 
disenfranchisement and social alienation also affected those young 
manual workers who were ‘trained in the use of new technologies, but 
had few opportunities to ply their skills’. Thus, there was a growing 
disillusionment with the promises of official ideology, particularly 
among the youth who had ‘no experience of the capitalist system but 
had not profited from the socialist one'. In sum, the authorities did 
not trust their own ‘socialist’ intelligentsia and the latter were wary 
and dismissive of the ‘establishment’. This was bad enough, but the 
underlying frustration was that Novotny’s regime, lacking in concep- 
tual clarity and sense of purpose, was simply unable to face the chal- 
lenges of ‘modernity’, of renewing the ‘humanist’ socialist project and 
therefore risked lagging far behind the ever-changing capitalist world. 


Towards a ‘Socialist Consumerism’ 


To portray Czechoslovakia in the late 1950s and 1960s as simply a 
microcosm of economic doom and socio-cultural gloom is, however, 
misleading. It is vital to acknowledge the contradictory nature of 
development under Novotny. There were several pluses among the 
many negatives. For example, total expenditure on pensions and 
sickness, maternity and family benefits was at its highest level in 1965 
and there was almost universal access to state welfare schemes.” 
Significant strides were made in such important areas as social hous- 
ing experiments and industrial, creative and advertising design, 
reflecting the input of modernist architects, designers and cultural 
and technical specialists, some of whom had been active in institutes 
and workshops since before the war. Even the fashion industry was 
not overlooked. Various new individualistic, rather than Stalin-era 
collectivist, forms of leisure activity, tourism and mass entertainment 
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were beginning to transform popular attitudes and activities by the 
early 1960s. This was typified above all by the production of afford- 
able televisions and cars, the number of TV licences rising from 
172,000 in 1957 to 1.5 million in 1963.” Indeed, regardless of the 
leadership’s enduring commitment to conventional forms of heavy 
industry and to ‘quantity over quality’, the regime could not be 
immune to the Khrushchevite rallying cry of improving the living 
standards of all citizens as a key indicator of de-Stalinisation and the 
superiority of socialism over capitalism. There was a Cold War in 
domestic appliances as much as in military hardware.” The turning 
point in this partial shift to a ‘modern’ consumerist lifestyle was the 
triumph of the Czechoslovak exhibition at the World Fair in Brussels 
in the summer of 1958. The inventive and expensive Czechoslovak 
pavilion was ‘flooded by crowds of visitors’, who were, judging by 
their hand-written comments, genuinely enchanted by the combina- 
tion of ‘technology, works of art, stage design constructions, striking 
graphics, photography, [and] light effects with musical accompani- 
ment’, all of which coalesced in ‘an emotionally charged whole’. Even 
the New York Post enthused: ‘In the Czech pavilion the product was 
pleasure...poetry and humor’. As a result, it was awarded the overall 
Golden Star and 56 Grand Prizes.” 

The unexpected success at Brussels was symptomatic of a 
Czechoslovak society and cultural scene on the cusp of transforma- 
tion. It was also indicative of the state’s constant search for new 
sources of political legitimacy. As Pavel Kolar has argued, ‘in the 
postStalinist era self-presentation through nationalist propaganda 
became essential to the legitimation strategies of the East European 
regimes’. In Czechoslovakia’s case, one could extrapolate that the 
World Fair project ‘drew on the traditional self-description of Czechs 
as a democratic and peaceful nation’ by conveying the message 
of ‘a successful, harmoniously developing, industrially and cultur 
ally advanced, and socially fair society’. Linked to this notion of 
‘socialist patriotism’ was the authorities’ attempt to recontextualise 
traditional production techniques, such as glass-making and folk 
craft, as a means of ‘owning the past, using these elements to support 
[the regime's] narrative of cooperative production and the march to 
a better socialist future'.? More ideologically dubious and potentially 
damaging was the tentative quest for a ‘socialist consumerism’ which, 
while based on ‘Western’ stereotypes of material prosperity, style and 
leisure, presupposed that ‘only Socialism could build a “humanist 
superstructure” that was connected chiefly with a broader approach 
to culture and...with the possibility of fully achieving one’s personal 
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development’.” Only socialism, it was insisted by party theoreticians 
and reformers alike, could deliver rational forms of the 'good life' for 
all, as opposed to satisfying the irrational egotistical urges sponsored 
by capitalism which benefited merely the few. This idea that socialist 
society represented a qualitatively superior alternative to the capital- 
ist environment was particularly pronounced in the burgeoning area 
of ‘free time’ since only socialism allowed for the ‘maximum all- 
rounded development of the human personality' and for the creation 
of the socially committed individual.” 

The proposition of a rational socialist consumerism embedded 
in notions of the collective good and capable of enhancing the life 
of every citizen was not without its adherents among the popula- 
tion, but it was increasingly compromised by contact with Western 
standards and images. After 1962-63, liberalised travel regulations 
and mutual academic and cultural exchange agreements permit- 
ted many tens of thousands of Czechs and Slovaks to visit capitalist 
states which, accompanied by a similar influx of Western tourists, 
had the effect of exposing the relative lack, and inferior quality, of 
Czechoslovak consumer products. It also engendered a creeping 
‘Westernisation’ of youth sub-culture, which, though adapted to 
indigenous conditions and norms, deeply worried conservatives in 
the political and cultural hierarchies. For what was happening, as 
Peter Bugge makes clear, was ‘an intense “Kulturkampf”...around 
the dichotomy *ideological-non-ideological"'. That is, were the new 
forms of mass leisure, popular entertainment and non-committed art 
‘innocent and legitimate supplement[s] to the constructive efforts 
of the Czechoslovak people in building socialism...or...potentially 
subversive phenomen[a] undermining the serious, unequivocal and 
authoritative voice of the Party’?” Ideological and cultural mandarins 
were hopelessly divided on this quandary and hence the authorities 
rarely spoke unanimously. In these circumstances, everyday life in 
the cultural field was a permanent cycle of conflict-ridden discus- 
sions and stand-offs between younger generally radical artists, their 
elder professional colleagues and various party-state cultural and 
censorship functionaries. But compromises were possible. 

The classic example was the ultimate Western import: rock music. 
Unsurprisingly, official cultural bodies were highly suspicious of this 
alien and potentially destructive hydra, but the eventual response of 
the party was to appropriate and ‘nationalise’ it for socialist culture, 
just as it had for jazz and other genres of ‘Western’ music. Although 
attempts were made to limit rock’s more extreme manifestations, 
such as sexual licentiousness, petty criminality and the appearance of 
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long-haired bearded chuligáni (hooligans), ‘the early 1960s brought 
an explosive growth in the number of rock bands [and]...the first 
regular venues’. The end result was that by mid-decade ‘rock music 
came to count as a legitimate form of musical expression in socialist 
Czechoslovakia’. As Bugge concludes: 


the period from the late 1950s to the end of the 1960s therefore 
stands out in the history of Czechoslovak culture under commu- 
nism as a time when the borders of what counted as official 
became wider, and cultural phenomena rapidly changed status 
from forbidden to tolerated or even propagated.” 


This process of gradual transformation can also be evidenced in the 
so-called ‘New Wave’ that emerged in Czechoslovak cinematography 
and literature from the early 1960s, which leads us to the broader 
question: what role did intellectuals play in undermining the neo- 
Stalinist system? 


Intellectual and Political Ferment 


The piecemeal subversion of the Novotny regime carried out by 
party reformers in the realm of economics, politics and social theory 
was strengthened by a coterminous assault in the highly significant 
intellectual and cultural arena. Indeed, after the economic crises of 
1962-63 had shaken the party rigid it was this collective front of vocal 
internal opposition which ultimately sapped the power and will of the 
Novotnyites. As described in previous chapters, many Czech and Slovak 
intellectuals had played a prominent role after 1948 in the establish- 
ment and consolidation of the Stalinist cultural policy of ‘socialist 
realism’. And yet a few years later these same writers, poets, journalists 
and publicists were striving to remake the monstrous system they had 
helped to create. How to account for this mutation from convinced 
Stalinist in 1948 to timid critic in 1956 to outright reformer in 1968? 


‘The Killing of Words’ 


As we noted above, ever since the nineteenth-century cultural and lin- 
guistic renaissance Czech intellectuals had been commonly regarded 
as ‘the conscience of the nation’ in the battle against ‘superior’ foreign 
foes, be they Habsburg 'Germanisers', Nazi occupiers or Soviet over- 
lords. In the absence of an indigenous aristocracy Czech intellectuals 
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‘became the spiritual elite of a subjugated nation, and eventually trans- 
formed themselves into a political elite’. Hence, throughout modern 
Czech history ‘the connection between culture and politics [has] 
had an organic basis'.? Given the politicised role and long-standing 
authority of Czech intellectuals, it was inevitable that the controversies 
between them and the communist regime would not remain simply 
an academic issue, but would take on distinct political overtones. The 
situation in Slovakia was similar. Greatly boosted by the Khrushchev 
‘thaw’ and the revelations of criminality under Stalinism, Czech and 
Slovak writers, journalists, academics and their radicalised students 
began to seek a meaningful democratisation of the system and its 
cultural practices. This ‘loyal opposition’ — in the sense that many of 
the protagonists were party members and overwhelmingly strove for 
a new alternative model of socialism — launched a prolonged struggle 
with the party-state bureaucracy for the restitution of artistic freedoms, 
academic professionalism and respect for basic human rights. This 
largely behind-the-scenes war of attrition went on throughout the 
1960s, but only in the crisis months of 1967 did the intellectuals, in an 
uneasy alliance with party reformers, begin to win their cause. 

The seminal question must be asked: why was the ostensibly omnip- 
otent party unable to prevent liberalising tendencies from flourish- 
ing in the arts, media and sciences? First, coercive administrative 
methods had been dealt a blow by de-Stalinisation. No longer could 
party apparatchiks automatically resort to the tried-and-tested tools 
of demotions and expulsions, let alone arrest and imprisonment. 
Novotny certainly never renounced the stick, but even when he did 
attempt to stamp his authority on the cultural scene, as in 1963-64 
after the reanimation of the 'Slovak question' and again after the 
fractious fourth writers' congress in June 1967, intellectuals and their 
supporters refused to buckle and continued the fight. Crucially, the 
party was no longer united in its response to ‘dissent’ and hence the 
intelligentsia, finely attuned to the subtle ideological manoeuvrings 
in the party hierarchies, were learning to lose their fear. Second, as 
the majority of cultural figures, or at least the older more influential 
generation, were KSČ members, party functionaries regarded them 
as real or potential partners and tended to rely on them to correct 
any ‘negative phenomena’ that emerged among their radicalised 
colleagues. Third, already by the late 1950s cultural institutions, 
publishing houses and film studios had gained a measure of financial 
autonomy from the state, and moreover by the time of the 'New Wave' 
Czechoslovak cinematography was providing vital Western funds for 
grossly depleted government coffers. Why ban controversial films if 
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they are earning precious dollars? Finally, it is too simplistic to view 
the cultural struggles of the 1960s in terms of ‘democratic’ writers and 
film-makers bravely resisting ‘totalitarian’ bureaucrats and ideologues 
in the name of Western-style freedom of expression and liberty. This 
undoubtedly was a compelling part of the story, but to a good extent 
both sides needed each other in a symbiotic relationship. Artists, 
scholars and the cultural elites in general relied on the patronage, 
resources and stability proffered by the party-state, while in an era of 
scientific and social transformation party leaders had to recognise, 
albeit reluctantly, the professional knowledge, status and intellectual 
space of the intelligentsia, as well as welcoming the financial benefits 
and academic kudos that accrued from cultural successes abroad.*! 

Unsurprisingly, one of the intellectuals’ fundamental demands was 
for the easing, or outright termination, of state censorship, because 
for the Czech cultural elite, like the poet Miroslav Holub, the ‘kill- 
ing of words precedes the killing of people'.? The battle was waged 
primarily in the Union of Writers and its literary organs, the Czech 
Literární noviny and the Slovak Kultúrny život, both of which became 
real thorns in the side of the party's guardians of cultural orthodoxy. 
In Slovakia, intellectuals regularly included in their specific demands 
the need for greater national autonomy, but, contrary to received 
wisdom, there was no sharp dividing line between the ‘democratis- 
ing’ Czechs and the ‘federalising’ Slovaks. Both focused on univer- 
sal humanistic goals, even if their campaigns often ran on separate 
lines. An important milestone came in May 1963 at an international 
symposium on the hitherto banned works of the celebrated Czech— 
German author, Franz Kafka. The attempt to rehabilitate Kafka, whose 
interwar novels pondered humanity’s alienation under absurd and 
inscrutable bureaucracies, ‘represented the central point in a struggle 
to break out of the cultural isolation into which the Czechs had been 
forced during the period of Stalinism’ and the conclusion that social 
anomie existed under socialism as well as capitalism was a veritable 
time bomb.” 

By the mid-1960s, the literati were joined by a younger generation 
of like-minded theatre directors and particularly cinematographers, 
many of whom were to gain broad international acclaim for their 
allegorical, humorous, but rarely overtly subversive productions col- 
lectively known as the Czechoslovak ‘New Wave’. The films of the New 
Wave, of which Jiri Menzel’s Closely Observed Trains (1966) became the 
best known in the West, mirrored that sense of alienation adumbrated 
at the Kafka conference and felt by many Czechs and Slovaks in the 
face of the party’s seemingly imperturbable and impenetrable power 
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machine. At this level, the New Wave reflected the profound spiritual 
crisis at the heart of the Novotný regime. Indeed, the war of words 
between the central authorities and the cultural elites went beyond 
everyday politics, impacting on the very essence of the Czechs' and 
Slovaks’ ‘national, cultural, and linguistic survival’ since ‘truth could 
be arrived at only through free dialogue while bigotry and philistin- 
ism sabotaged the very existence of the nation’.*4 

Hostilities came to a head at the Fourth Congress of the Writers’ 
Union in June 1967. Sharp criticism of the leadership’s abuse of 
power and destructive policies by such respected authors as Milan 
Kundera, Ludvik Vaculik, Antonin Liehm, Ivan Klima, Pavel Kohout 
and Vaclav Havel infuriated conservative officials. Kundera defended 
the intrinsic right of free speech thus: 


Any suppression of views, even when the views that are being forci- 
bly suppressed are erroneous, must lead...away from the truth, for 
truth can be attained only through the interaction of views that 
are equal and free. Any interference with freedom of thought and 
words, no matter how discreet the technique or name given to 
such censorship, is a scandal in the twentieth century and a shackle 
on our emerging literature. 


Vaculik was even more forthright: 


It must be acknowledged that over the past twenty years [under 
communism] not a single human problem...has yet been solved. 
What is more, I am afraid that we have not advanced on the world 
scene and that our republic has lost its good name. We have not 
contributed any original thoughts or good ideas to humanity.“ 


Novotny and his cultural and ideological ‘tsar’, Hendrych, were far 
from amused, but their subsequent heavy-handed attempts to repress 
freedom of expression and expel the recalcitrant writers only served 
to estrange the reformist and oppositional elements both in and out- 
side the party. 


We Want Light”: The End of Novotný 


Among the most alienated and troublesome strata of society were 
university students. Youth in general played a highly significant role 
in the 1960s, contributing in no small measure to the malaise of the 
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regime. According to one contemporary Czech sociologist, most 
young people ‘accepted socialism as a matter of fact, [but] they 
were much more prone than their elders to criticize the defects of 
the system, in particular the discrepancy between the ideal and the 
reality’.*° This attitude also prevailed among many younger members 
of the party. Indeed, the authorities were deeply concerned about the 
contagious political apathy, uncertainty and lack of hope among this 
generation — by 1966 only 9 per cent of party members were 26 years 
of age or younger, and only 0.4 per cent were students. Affiliation 
to the Czechoslovak Union of Youth (CSM) was in marked decline 
and surveys showed that most students devoted little or no time to 
political and public affairs. Piecemeal amendments to the functions 
and organisation of the CSM did nothing to assuage student discon- 
tent, which focused primarily on practical issues such as compul- 
sory Marxism-Leninism classes, poor accommodation and, before 
liberalisation measures in 1963, limitations on travel abroad. There 
were even youth demonstrations in October 1964 with many arrests, 
including young workers. By the summer of 1967 there were signs 
of contact between student activists and the rebellious writers and 
in late October students at the large Strahov dormitories in Prague 
spontaneously marched through the streets demanding ‘We want 
light!’ in response to repeated electricity cuts and, metaphorically, to 
the ‘darkness’ of the regime. They were met with considerable police 
brutality, which in turn further discredited the First Secretary and his 
out-of-touch minions. Hence, by the autumn of 1967 a broad anti- 
Novotny coalition was taking shape both within and outside the KSC. 

However, it would be wrong to oversimplify this struggle as one 
overtly pitting the ‘people’ against the ‘system’. As H. Gordon Skilling 
wisely reminds us: 


the regime enjoyed substantial support, primarily in the apparatus, 
but also in the army and police, the people’s militia, the state 
bureaucracy, and even among the broad masses. Neither the 
workers nor the peasants evinced active dissent, nor did the Slovaks 
as a whole, nor the Slovak party, openly resist Prague rule... Novotny 
lasted so long because he was in fact accepted by most of the people, 
despite widespread discontent and dissent in certain circles.?? 


The decisive factor in Novotny’s demise was not mass pressure, but 
the loss of legitimacy among his own colleagues in the party leader- 
ship. His protracted removal between October 1967 and January 
1968 after weeks of increasingly acrimonious disputes and political 
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wranglings in the KSČ Presidium and Central Committee was carried 
out almost exclusively in the murky corridors of power and in near 
total secrecy. The main bone of contention was Novotny’s concentra- 
tion of powers. Sik’s hard-hitting speech at the Central Committee 
plenum on 19 December did much to put the nail in Novotny’s 
coffin. For the first time a leading official expressly called on him to 
resign as First Secretary.** The Slovaks weighed in with accusations 
of Novotny’s perennial Czecho-centrism and anti-Slovak sentiment. 
The boss’s anachronistic counter-accusations of the Slovaks’ ‘narrow 
national interests’ demonstrated his unreconstructed neo-Stalinism 
and incensed his opponents. The denouement came on the night 
of 45 January 1968 when the embattled and outvoted Novotny 
was forced to hand over to a compromise candidate, the 46-year old 
Slovak, Dubéek. Even the impromptu visit of the Soviet leader Leonid 
Brezhnev to Prague in December could not prevent Novotny’s down- 
fall. Although he did not wish to abandon Novotny entirely and 
sought a consensual solution, Brezhnev allegedly contributed to his 
fate with the words ‘Eto vashe delo’ ("This is your affair’). No one knew 
it at the time, but the “Prague Spring’, one of the most significant 
events of the Cold War era, was about to begin. 

When and why did the pre-1953 Stalinist edifice crumble? Four 
interlocking components can be identified in answer to this key ques- 
tion: external pressures from the Soviet leadership, known in the West 
as Khrushchev’s ‘de-Stalinisation’; underlying structural factors in the 
Czechoslovak economy, society and culture; internal debates, disputes 
and eventually full-blown conflicts ‘from above’ in the Czechoslovak 
party; and tensions and strivings ‘from below’ among different social 
strata and between Czechs and Slovaks. Specifically, the gradual com- 
plex process of decay started in earnest in 1956 after Khrushchev’s 
‘secret speech’ and was related largely to the need to reassess Stalinist 
terror and rehabilitate its victims. The reluctant, but sensational, expo- 
sure of police brutality and endemic illegality and the shattering of 
the myth of party infallibility were the most devastating consequences 
of de-Stalinisation. This was a massively risky undertaking, which was 
extended in 1962-63 also following intervention from Moscow. These 
cataclysmic revelations in turn engendered elite political rivalries 
and other profound disagreements at all levels of the party, pressures 
which were exacerbated from the early 1960s by unprecedented 
economic stagnation, rising Slovak discontent, intellectual and youth 
opposition, and broader social moods and attitudes, some of which 
supported and fostered reform, while others were ‘conservative’ and 
averse to rocking the steady boat of ‘normality’. The former gradually 
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won out over the course of the 1960s as political, socio-economic 
and cultural processes fostered change in an increasingly indecisive, 
bureaucratised and ossified ancien régime. 

Two caveats, however, are in order. First, the conventional view 
of the 1960s and the origins of the Prague Spring as one of inten- 
sifying innerparty tussles between ‘enlightened progressives’ and 
‘unrepentant hard-liners’ is only part of the story. On the one hand, 
few communist reformers were entirely cleansed of old patterns of 
thinking and action; on the other hand, some ‘Stalinists’ espoused 
new ideas depending on the issue. Moreover, ‘society’ can never be 
taken out of the equation. The demands, aspirations, hopes and fears 
of millions of citizens informed party policy and contributed in no 
small measure to the internal party debates and conflicts. Second, in 
important ways the ‘Stalinist edifice’ far from completely collapsed in 
the course of the 1960s. A resilient ‘indigenous Stalinism’, or more 
accurately ‘neo-Stalinism’, continued to exist throughout the party 
and, if my interpretation is correct, illiberal, populist, even authoritar- 
ian inclinations persisted among sections of society, which militated 
against fundamental political and social transformation and democ- 
ratisation. These tendencies were certainly attenuated during the 
Prague Spring, but re-emerged under the post-invasion ‘normalised’ 
regime as we shall discover in the next two chapters. 


Chapter 5: Czechoslovak Spring, 
1968-69 


The year 1968 was a pivotal moment in the contemporary history 
of Czechoslovakia, and indeed of Europe and the world as a whole. 
The unprecedented events of the ‘Czechoslovak Spring’ have been 
seen as part of a global phenomenon of radicalisation, protest 
and liberation in the late 1960s stretching from Paris to Chicago, 
from Belfast to Wuhan. In Prague, a new party leadership under 
Alexander Dubček initiated a series of reforms which collectively 
became known as ‘socialism with a human face’. It was a bold peace- 
ful experiment that attracted avid attention and its prime goal was 
to address the deep-seated crises that had afflicted Czechoslovak 
politics, economics, society and culture since the 1950s. The notion 
of a democratised and humanised socialism — or ‘third way’ between 
Soviet state socialism and Western liberal capitalism — appealed 
not only to disillusioned East European Marxists, but also to many 
on the left in the West, providing the ideological basis of the 
‘Euro-communist’ trend of the 1970s and 1980s and influencing 
Gorbachev’s path-breaking glasnost and perestroika in the USSR. The 
potential ramifications of the reforms, both at home and abroad, 
were indeed profound, not least because a new and in some ways 
spontaneous actor entered the fray — popular opinion and an embry- 
onic civil society. However, it must be recognised that for the leading 
reformers the innovations had their limits — they represented 
precisely a ‘democratisation’ of the existing communist regime, not 
a conscious route to a fully fledged ‘democracy’. Their architects, 
after all, were communists, not liberals. An important additional 
point is that the rubric ‘Prague Spring’, which is universally used in 
historiography and therefore unavoidable, is ‘Czecho-centric’ and 
rather misleading. The reforms not only affected the Czech lands. 
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They were as galvanising for Slovaks as they were for Czechs and 
hence I have entitled the chapter ‘Czechoslovak Spring’. 

Many of the projected reforms, in particular the abolition of media 
censorship, the activation of non-communist political and social 
groupings, and the demotion of conservative pro-Soviet officials 
and promotion of radical reformers, aroused deep concern among 
Soviet and East European communist leaders. Already by early spring 
the changes in Czechoslovakia were seen in Moscow, East Berlin, 
Warsaw and Sofia as opening the door to ‘counter-revolutionary 
elements’ and ‘anti-socialist right-wing forces’, whose ultimate aim 
was perceived to be the overthrow of communist rule. A series of 
bilateral and multilateral negotiations between the two sides proved 
unavailing, despite seeming binding agreements in late July and early 
August. To the utter bewilderment and anger of the vast majority of 
Czechs and Slovaks and the dismay of most foreign socialists, includ- 
ing a large number of communist parties, the reformist endeavour 
was abruptly curtailed by Warsaw Pact tanks on the night of 
20-21 August. Although grassroots activism persisted until the sum- 
mer of 1969, the Czechoslovak Spring had been effectively crushed 
and the country was about to succumb to 20 years of ‘normalisation’. 
The essential questions I will address in this chapter are: what were 
the content and aims of the Czechoslovak reforms? What were their 
main contradictions and limitations? What role did the cultural elite 
and other sectors of society play in their formulation, and how were 
they received by the population? Why did the Soviet leaders deem 
the Dubéekite reforms a threat to the ‘socialist commonwealth’? 
Why did they decide to undertake concerted military action against 
Czechoslovakia? What was the immediate political outcome of the 
armed intervention? And what were the first steps towards ‘normali- 
sation’? Throughout, I will demonstrate how the archival discoveries 
of the last 25 years have enhanced our understanding of this seminal 
turning point in Czechoslovak and European history. 


‘Socialism with a Human Face’ 


In early January 1968 not much was known about the new party boss, 
Dubéek. Appointed without Moscow’s explicit prior approval, he 
was a staunch communist, had spent his childhood and early youth 
in the Soviet Union and had been head of the Slovak party since 
1963. He had only moderate reformist credentials before 1967 and 
was initially regarded as a trusted friend of the USSR - ‘our Sasha’.! 
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Remarkably, however, Dubček soon became the personification of 
the Prague Spring, a ‘heroic’ almost mythologised figure. This world- 
wide image was in part fostered by his human warmth, sincere rather 
unassuming character and ready smile which contrasted markedly 
with his dour predecessors. It was as if he embodied the defining 
slogan of 1968: ‘socialism with a human face’. But this does not mean 
that Dubček was a radical innovator who inspired all, or even most, 
of the specific reforms. Or that he was not prone to indecision and ill 
judgements, and on occasions lacked resolution and consistency. As 
one progressive reformer later put it, Dubček incarnated ‘in contra- 
dictory fashion both continuity and discontinuity’ with the old order; 
and a recent reassessment of his political modus operandi is more 
sardonic, labelling him ‘the scheming apparatchik .? 

The phrase ‘socialism with a human face’ was apparently coined 
for Dubéek by the reformist sociologist Radovan Richta, was first 
used by the party leader as late as July 1968 and gained far greater 
resonance after the crushing of the Prague Spring than during it. It 
reflected the renewed interest of party theoreticians, academics and 
other intellectuals, evident since the early 1960s, on Marxism’s rela- 
tionship with ‘humanism’ and on the position of the individual in 
socialist society. The concept was, perhaps intentionally, left vague 
and meant different things to different people, but its implications 
were explosive. In essence, it was an attempt to forge a humane, 
civilised and modernised socialism in tune with Czechoslovak 
political culture and contemporary conditions, and moreover one 
which was, implicitly at least, to be an improvement on the Soviet 
prototype. This new polity would be achieved by democratising the 
relationship between state and society, by reconciling individual 
liberty, reason and social justice, by permitting broader societal 
input in public affairs and by eliminating the openly repressive 
aspects of the regime. In this way, it also had a more immediate and 
pressing practical aim: to relegitimise the communist system in the 
eyes of its citizens. However, ‘socialism with a human face’ strongly 
implied that the existing regimes in Eastern Europe and the USSR 
were somehow ‘inhuman’. As Brezhnev tetchily asked Dubček in 
May 1968: "What's with this human face? What kind of faces do 
you think we have in Moscow?"? But the truly radical latency of the 
slogan was that no one knew precisely where it would lead — to a 
revitalised socialism which would strengthen KSČ rule or a multi- 
party democracy which would end it and remove Czechoslovakia 
from the Soviet orbit. The conseguences of democratisation were 
manifold and unpredictable. 
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Communist reformers attempted to square this circle by repeatedly 
insisting that it was never their intention to diffuse power by creating 
a pluralist liberal democratic system. As Marxist theorists they argued 
that society’s divergent interests could be recognised and institu- 
tionalised, but must respect the common socialist fabric of political 
discourse; that corporate and pressure groups should have access 
to the decision-making process to prevent the over-centralisation 
of authority, but could only legally exist in the framework of the 
communist-dominated National Front; and that no opposition par- 
ties should be allowed, as agreed unanimously by the KSC Presidium 
in March 1968. Dubček and other moderate reformers emphasised 
again and again that the Communist Party would retain its ‘leading 
role’, but should rule by example, be prepared constantly to earn 
society’s voluntary support, should set out the broad direction of 
macro-policy and perform a ‘persuasive’, as opposed to a ‘coercive’, 
role in resolving societal problems.‘ The crucial dilemmas, however, 
were how to reactivate public life and involve citizens in the manage- 
ment of the state without jeopardising the party’s monopoly of power 
and how, in the absence of repression, to maintain control over a 
popular opinion that threatened to go well beyond limited reform. 
It was these contradictions, never adequately addressed by the 
Czechoslovak leaders, that aroused the Kremlin’s grave suspicions. 

From this brief overview it would appear that the Czechoslovak 
reform ‘movement’ was a monolithic bloc of like-minded liberalisers. 
This is a misconception. In reality, there were at least four strands 
to the movement and they can be termed ‘conservative’, ‘centrist’ 
and ‘radical’ reformers, all of whom found themselves in the same 
Communist Party, and non-party activists and intellectuals, who wished 
to accelerate and deepen the reform process. But even this categori- 
sation is overly rigid as individuals could, and did, move from one 
grouping to another depending on the circumstances and specific 
issues. The boundaries were hardly precise and changed over time. As 
Prime Minister Oldřich Černík stated: ‘the mass media divide people 
into progressive and conservative. Yet that dividing line runs through 
every person’.° It is also impossible to overlook personal rivalries and 
power ambitions between, and within, these loose coalitions. That 
said, there were definite nuanced differences. The conservatives, such 
as Vasil Bil'ak, Drahomír Kolder, Alois Indra and Oldřich Svestka, were 
content with piecemeal and limited reform, fearing that more drastic 
measures might threaten vested interests and privileges and under- 
mine established Marxist-Leninist doctrine. By the summer, they had 
formed an insidious pro-Moscow ‘fifth column’ in the KSC apparatus. 
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The centrists, including Dubček himself, Černík, Zdeněk Mlynář, Josef 
Smrkovský and arguably Gustáv Husák, favoured a more far-reaching 
liberalisation, but this was to be controlled from above, introduced 
gradually and not permit any space for 'anti-socialists' to threaten the 
‘leading role’ of the party. The radicals, František Kriegel, Ota Sik 
and Čestmír Císař, sought a thorough democratisation of political, 
economic and cultural life and grew impatient with the slow tempo 
of reform, but they were reluctant to endorse multi-party democracy 
and the unregulated market. Non-party intellectuals, such as the play- 
wright Václav Havel and the philosopher Ivan Sviták, argued cogently 
for the creation of a genuine opposition party as the precursor to a 
fully fledged democracy, but both, especially the latter, couched their 
demands in socialist rhetoric.? 

This diverse composition of the reform movement helps to 
explain the contradictions that littered the Dubéekite programme. 
Kieran Williams admirably summarises these dichotomies and his 
conclusions are worth citing at length: 


Lumped uneasily into one kitchen sink were liberal ideas of 
individual rights and constitutionally limited government, a func- 
tionalist, corporatist system of bargaining and decision-making, 
a managerial technocracy of semi-autonomous state enterprises, 
and a radical experiment in workplace democracy and human- 
ized market...Party members were to find local solutions to local 
problems, yet were expected always to defer to central decrees. 
Other political parties were to enjoy independence and equality... 
but the communists would remain supreme and brook no opposi- 
tion. A new model of socialism was to emerge that would offer far 
greater freedom and opportunity than capitalism could, and would 
thus contribute to the anti-imperialist struggle by luring Western 
states, yet, at the same time, the model was presented as suited to 
Czechoslovakia's unique national conditions and not intended for 
replication in other Soviet-bloc states. Censorship would yield to a 
new openness, but no one was to articulate an ideology hostile to 
communism. Market forces would replace rigid central planning, 
but there was to be no large-scale private ownership or decollec- 
tivization of agriculture. Groups would be allowed to pursue their 
interests and influence policy-making, but a powerful state would 
uphold higher communal goals.’ 


These limitations were clearly revealed in the foremost party 
statement on the aims of the renewed KSC, the Action Programme 
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adopted in April. Throughout January and February, there had 
been no major moves towards reform. Most of the Novotný team 
remained in post; there was no media discussion of the reasons for 
Novotny’s ouster; Dubček made few public utterances outlining his 
vision of the future; and there were as yet no overt signs of disquiet 
among Soviet and East European leaders. It can therefore be safely 
assumed that the new leadership did not possess a pre-arranged 
detailed blueprint for reforming the country and that much would 
depend on the correlation of forces inside the party hierarchy and 
on the response of society to the new proposals. The immediate 
task that Dubček and his supporters set themselves was to codify a 
reformist package in an Action Programme, which would elaborate 
the party’s position on fundamental political, economic, social and 
cultural problems, including the ‘Slovak question’. Dubček put great 
store in this endeavour and after many delays the Action Programme 
was finally ratified by the Central Committee on 5 April 1968.° This 
important, eclectic and open-ended document, hailed by some as the 
Communist Manifesto for the twentieth century, was riddled with ambi- 
guities and compromises, but attempted to institutionalise a division 
of power in the communist system; projected economic decentralisa- 
tion; safeguarded democratic civil liberties, including the freedom 
of assembly, association and foreign travel; posited, uniquely for a 
communist regime, full political and civil rehabilitation of victims 
of Stalinist illegalities; and recognised the autonomy of artistic and 
cultural organisations. As such, the Action Programme was broadly 
welcomed by the Czechoslovak public, but it did not go down well in 
the Kremlin, Brezhnev ominously describing it as ‘an expression of 
petty-bourgeois spontaneity’ and ‘a bad program that opens up the 
possibility of the restoration of capitalism’.° 

This somewhat exaggerated assertion must be seen in the context 
of developments in Prague since March. The one initiative of the 
January-April consolidation period that really did strike at the heart 
of orthodox communist rule was the end of preliminary censorship 
of the media. The KSC Presidium's profoundly controversial deci- 
sion in early March effectively curtailing censorship was taken in the 
belief that ‘we can win people over to the ideas and policy of the 
Party...only by truthful and complete information, and...scientific 
analysis. It was a bold and massively popular notion, but one 
which very rapidly brought about an unheard-of situation border- 
ing on the complete freedom of expression in the press, television 
and radio. This was a veritable landmine as it offered the potential 
for unrestricted debate, a clash of views, even oppositional currents; 
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in short, an embryonic civil society. The party daily Rudé právo and 
other official newspapers suddenly became worth reading as mouth- 
pieces of objective reporting rather than merely propaganda vehicles. 
Political humour and satire, characteristic of the Czechs and Slovaks, 
was almost ubiguitous and cartoons soon appeared lampooning com- 
munist officials and institutions.!! A host of progressive publications, 
notably the Union of Writers’ new weekly Literární listy (Literary Pages) 
and Student, began to address highly contentious themes. 

An abbreviated list of these long-taboo subjects demonstrates the 
incendiary nature of the cessation of censorship: ‘the many injus- 
tices of Stalinist terror and Pragocentrism, the Masaryks and the 
First Republic, and musings on such core concepts as democracy, 
socialism, power, freedom, and identity’. This “frenzy of rediscovery’ 
occurred ‘increasingly beyond [party] control’ and was accompanied 
by mass meetings, some broadcast live on television, at which citizens 
in a totally unprecedented manner grilled leading communists and 
drew up radical resolutions explicitly linking the ‘new’ socialism with 
democracy. Open and highly critical debates took place involving 
top-ranking victims of Stalinist repression. It was becoming clear that 
‘the party monopoly on ideas and history had collapsed'.? So much 
so that comparisons between Czechoslovakia 1968 and Hungary 1956 
were starting to be drawn, not least in Moscow, Warsaw and East 
Berlin. The crucial difference, however, is that the ‘collapse’ in the 
former was relative: social and political disagreements did not boil 
over into anti-communist violence on the streets, the party itself did 
not disintegrate from within and all ‘oppositional’ ideas remained 
in the broad socialist framework, no one advocating the renewal of 
the ‘old capitalist order’. Nevertheless, there were strivings in society 
which pushed the boundaries of the possible to the limit. 


Social Activism and Public Opinion 


The reform process itself was in large part a manifestation of the 
social tensions and structural transformations that had been matur- 
ing since the 1950s, many of which were discussed in the previous 
chapter. In the liberalising atmosphere of 1968 these social conflicts 
and anxieties gave rise to various unofficial groups and organisations 
which began to emerge from early spring. In this context, it is vital 
to remember that the Prague Spring was not just a series of reforms 
elaborated and implemented ‘from above’ by communist politicians. 
It was also an exhilarating mass undertaking ‘from below’, tentative 
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at first, but ultimately involving millions of ordinary citizens, many 
of whom had divergent ideas and beliefs to the party power-holders. 
For the first time people were beginning to enjoy the fruits of demo- 
cratic freedoms and it was an intoxicating cocktail. It has often been 
argued that the spearhead of Czechoslovak reform was the creative 
intelligentsia. The ideas of writers, journalists, academics, lawyers 
and philosophers helped to crystallise both the political attitudes of 
society and, to a lesser extent, the decision-making of party leaders. 
Generally, the intellectuals strove to radicalise the reform movement 
along more democratic lines and pressure the party elite to maintain 
the tempo of change. They were not a totally homogeneous body, 
but were united in the firm belief that the discredited bureaucratic 
system was obsolete and should be replaced by a democratic socialist 
order based on full and equal rights, some form of institutionalised 
opposition and above all complete freedom of expression. 

How exactly did the intellectuals radicalise the reformist agenda? 
One of the most contentious documents of the Prague Spring was 
the ‘Two Thousand Words Manifesto’, written by the novelist Ludvík 
Vaculik and published on 27 June at a time when the conservatives 
appeared to be obstructing meaningful change. The manifesto, 
addressed to all Czechoslovak citizens, provocatively called for ‘public 
criticism, resolutions, demonstrations...strikes, and picketing’ to 
induce the resignation of corrupt and dishonest communist officials. 
Although Vaculik shunned all ‘illegal, indecent, or boorish methods’, 
his appeal for grassroots activism was bound to raise alarm, and fear, 
among domestic and foreign hard-liners, even many moderates.'? For 
them, the manifesto simply confirmed that ‘counter-revolution’ was 
on the march. The creative intelligentsia also made their impact felt 
in organisational terms. In early April, 150 intellectuals established 
the Club of Committed Non-Party Members (Klub angazovanych 
nestraníků — KAN) as a pressure group to ensure that the KSC ful- 
filled its reform pledges ‘toward a common goal — socialism, on the 
basis of humanism and democracy’. Despite its loose organisational 
structure and relatively small membership, estimated at 4,000 in May 
and 15,000 in July, KAN, by its very existence as an independent asso- 
ciation of non-communists demanding a say in political life, aroused 
profound concern among conservative elements both at home and 
abroad, as did two other controversial bodies: K-231 and the steer- 
ing committee of the Social Democratic Party (SDP). The former, 
numbering as many as 130,000 people, was founded by ex-political 
prisoners and sought full judicial, political and moral rehabilitation 
for its members. K-231 was a serious thorn in the side of high-ranking 
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conservatives as a permanent reminder of their personal involvement 
in the degradations of the Stalinist era. The potential reactivation 
of an autonomous SDP also signalled a threat to the KSC and there- 
fore its steering committee operated on the margins of legality.'“ 
The prime importance of these groupings and of the actions of the 
radical intellectuals is that they created severe difficulties for the 
Czechoslovak leaders in negotiating with their Soviet counterparts, 
who could claim with a degree of validity that Dubček was tolerating 
the formation of ‘anti-communist’ organisations. 

Popular activism in 1968, however, went well beyond the strictly 
political. A brief list of the numerous associations, clubs and pres- 
sure groups established in the course of that year gives an idea of the 
extent of the emergent civil society in Czechoslovakia: the Society for 
Human Rights; Workers’ Committees for the Defence of Freedom of 
the Press; the Bohemian and Moravian Student Union; the Federation 
of Railway Engine Crews; the Union of Bohemian, Moravian and 
Silesian Towns and Communities; the revitalisation of Roman 
Catholic, Evangelical, Jewish and other religious congregations and 
councils; the reactivation of Magyar, Polish, Ukrainian and Roma cul- 
tural bodies; and the renewal of cooperative movements and diverse 
charities.” In Slovakia, the Organisation for the Defence of Human 
Rights was established with almost 2,000 members. As one observer 
later put it: ‘a whole infrastructure of autonomous organisations and 
institutions...came into being, laying the foundations for political 
and social pluralism’.'® Youth and ‘alternative’ culture, student activ- 
ism and artistic experimentation, which had already appeared in the 
early to mid-1960s, mushroomed in the liberalised atmosphere. These 
manifestations were not always directly or consciously ‘political’, but 
they did denote a striking sense of social transgression." A new 
rock music magazine, Pop Music Expres, was launched in April 1968 
and long-haired members of the Czechoslovak Hippies Club even 
presented a small gift to Dubček at the May Day parade!'* From the 
point of view of the political elites, these developments were deeply 
ambivalent. For the ‘progressives’, they represented meaningful 
democratisation, the increasing civic maturity of an engaged public 
and the congruence of the party’s reform programme with popular 
opinion, albeit accompanied by a few regrettable ‘excesses’. For the 
‘conservatives’, they were damaging signs that society was moving 
beyond the control of the party, organisationally and ideologically. 

Another worrying development for the hard-liners was the 
huge increase in foreign travel, both into and out of the country. 
Travel had been liberalised in 1963 with the result that, whereas in 
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1961 only 62,610 Czechoslovaks visited capitalist countries and 102,600 
Westerners came to Czechoslovakia, the respective figures for 1967 
were 261,081 and over 800,000. In the period January 1968 to April 
1969 the number of trips to capitalist states rose to 690,622.'° The 
fear was that the growing exposure of young people in particular to 
Western culture and consumerism would engender ‘bourgeois individ- 
ualism’ and undermine ‘socialist collectivist values. Furthermore, the 
risk of “enemy agents’ freely entering the country was threatening the 
security of the state. As Brezhnev bluntly intimated at a bilateral meet- 
ing in early May: ‘40,000 people from West Germany cross the border 
of Czechoslovakia every day without any control...[they] travel around 
in their own cars to military units...and a good half are American or 
West German spies'.?? Soviet tourists to Czechoslovakia during 1968 
also frequently complained about the impact of political liberalisation 
and were humiliated by their treatment after the invasion, some even 
being called ‘fascists’ and ‘Asians’ by outraged Czechs and Slovaks.?! 
What role did the numerically strong working class play in 1968? 
The first thing to say is that it was impossible by 1968 to talk of a 
singular ‘working class’ — the process of stratification since the 1950s 
had internally divided the workers and fairly rapid scientific and 
technological change in the 1960s had fostered a large technical 
intelligentsia and a skilled educated sector of the workforce. That 
said, initially after January 1968 industrial workers were generally 
indifferent to reformist ideas, fearing in particular the impact eco- 
nomic reforms might have on employment, the ‘de-levelisation’ 
of wages and reduced state price controls. Many were unmoved by 
the notion of political democratisation espoused by a reshuffled set 
of party leaders and a few radical intellectuals — ‘we’ve seen it all 
before!’ For most blue-collar workers, the prime issues were higher 
living standards and wages, security of employment and the right 
to strike. Their scepticism towards reform was deepened by hard- 
line communist workers and party and trade union functionaries 
of working-class origin, not least Novotny, who consistently rejected 
democratisation and warned workers that their social benefits and 
job security would be lost under the reformists’ proposals. However, 
by spring and summer there were signs of movement. The central 
trade union leadership was revamped and its mission of defending 
members’ interests was restated; there was much discussion about 
the formation of Yugoslav-style ‘workers” or ‘enterprise councils’ 
and the possibility of worker ‘selfmanagement’ in the factories; 
several short strikes were held; and even a few workers’ committees 
to defend press freedom were spontaneously created. But it was the 
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Soviet invasion in August which galvanised Czech and Slovak workers 
into action. Indeed, together with the students they were the most 
active participants in the national civil resistance to the occupation 
and the embryonic ‘normalisation’ measures enacted from autumn 
1968 onwards.” 

Less well known is the revitalisation of the women’s movement 
and the emergence of feminist discourse. Already in July 1967, the 
Czechoslovak Socialist Union of Women (CSSZ) had been estab- 
lished as an auxiliary of the KSC and its membership grew to around 
300,000 by early 1969.” Following the pattern in the trade unions and 
party itself, in April 1968 the CSSZ's conformist leadership fell prey 
to the post-January democratisation. The new pro-reform Central 
Committee ‘began to challenge the gap between official declarations 
of women’s emancipation and the reality of women’s oppression by 
state policies’ and sought ‘a role for the women’s movement as an 
equal partner in decision-making about the future of Czechoslovak 
democracy’. To this end, the weekly magazine, Vlasta, became a 
vehicle for open readers’ discussions about feminism, socialism, 
democracy and women’s rights, focusing on such key issues as the 
family and childcare, poor working conditions, women’s earnings 
relative to qualifications, the extension of maternity leave and injus- 
tices and unfairness in the workplace. In the words of Jacqui True, 
‘for a while it seemed that the conversations in Vlasta...would actually 
empower women to take action and prod the socialist government to 
live up to its promises of gender equality’. These hopes were dashed 
by the Soviet military intervention and within a year the CSSZ Central 
Committee was forced to resign and the body became effectively a 
‘transmission belt’ for the new ‘normalised’ party leadership. 

The intriguing and important question of popular reactions to 
the reform process can be partly answered thanks to the existence 
of public opinion polls, which were regularly undertaken in 1968. 
Like all such surveys, the responses need to be carefully evaluated, 
not least because of citizens’ reluctance to reveal their beliefs in a 
semi-public forum, but also because of discrepancies between the 
Czech lands and Slovakia, between different social groups, and 
between party and non-party members. Nevertheless, the polls and 
other forms of emerging popular opinion became ‘a serious factor 
which the leadership could not ignore’, even affecting the decision- 
making process and thus providing ‘a sense of participation in 
politics and a feeling of influence on the course of events’. They also 
revealed the pluralistic nature of Czech and Slovak political attitudes, 
‘reflecting diverse interests and clashing beliefs’. The polls, however, 
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show conclusively that ‘a substantial majority’ of the population 
‘supported the reforms’, especially from March-April onwards 
when their direction became clearer. For example, in June 1968, 
89 per cent voted in favour of ‘a continuation of socialist develop- 
ment’ with only 5 per cent desiring a return to capitalism. The vast 
majority supported the abolition of censorship and the extension of 
individual freedoms. Citizens’ trust in the KSC grew between January 
and June from 23 to 51 per cent. The August invasion strengthened 
this tendency: over 97 per cent of respondents had trust, a minority 
‘with some reservations’, in the Dubček leadership. It is true that 
50 per cent believed that one or more new political parties should 
be established, but 70 per cent thought that an ‘opposition party’ 
should have a socialist programme. Not one respondent advocated 
an ‘anti-socialist’ party. Surprisingly, perhaps, 21 per cent opposed 
the creation of any opposition party.” In sum, it can be argued that a 
large majority of the population, communists and non-communists, 
wished to combine socialism and democracy and broadly welcomed 
the post-January reforms, although the precise direction and nature 
of those changes remained hotly contested. 


Slovakia and Federalisation 


The ‘Czechoslovak Spring’ was as much a Slovak as a Czech phe- 
nomenon. As one prominent Czech scholar-politician, Petr Pithart, 
has suggested: ‘the Prague Spring not only had a Slovak beginning 
but also a Slovak ending'.?? The intractable ‘national question’ had 
been bubbling away ever since 1945 and in the freer atmosphere 
of 1968 it exploded to the surface. The overriding demand that 
crystallised in Slovakia, both in the ranks of the party and outside, 
was for a federalisation of the country that would finally guarantee 
equal relations between Czechs and Slovaks, overcome the inherently 
undemocratic asymmetrical institutional model that had stifled 
the autonomy and authority of Slovak national organs, and hence 
contribute to the overall democratisation goals of the reformers. For 
the majority of Czechs, the federalisation of the state was a periph- 
eral aim, not least because they had much to lose. Moreover, after 
the expulsion of the Sudeten Germans in 1945-46 Czech national 
identity was no longer under threat and they lacked empathy with 
the ‘minority’ national status of the Slovaks. However, in the face of 
this initial Czech indifference, even a measure of hostility, federalisa- 
tion gained general acceptance as an inseparable component of the 
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emerging new socialist democracy and as the optimal way of improv- 
ing strained mutual relations. It was outlined in the party's Action 
Programme of April 1968, discussed at length thereafter in state and 
party commissions and in the media, and formally ratified in late 
October 1968. 

But controversy surrounded the issue from the start. To many 
Czechs it appeared that the Slovaks were sacrificing the ‘higher’ goal 
of political liberalisation on the altar of federalism, as ‘demonstrated’ 
in the popular slogan: ‘First federalisation, then democratisation’. In 
its extreme post-invasion populist variant, this sentiment came close 
to identifying the Slovaks once again as ‘traitors’, fulfilling their ‘nar- 
row’ national interests on the backs of foreign tanks as in 1939 and 
undermining the common struggle against the Soviet ‘occupiers’. 
Such attitudes, though rarely expressed at an elite level, revealed 
the depth and historicised nature of the chasm between the two 
peoples. The Slovak counter-contention was that there could be no 
meaningful democratisation without federalisation — the two were 
inseparable. If the latter was implemented on the principle of ‘equal 
with equal’ (rovný s rovným), as elaborated in the Košice Programme 
of April 1945, a more democratic polity would be secured for both 
Slovaks and Czechs. There was nothing new about this eguation. 
As Carol Skalnik Leff has argued: 'federalization...had been the 
implicit or explicit Slovak formula for political security and national 
recognition almost from the inception of the state’ in October 
1918.” It was a formula, however, that since 1945 had been repeat- 
edly emasculated by successive Czech politicians, communist and 
non-communist, most drastically by Novotny’s centralist Constitution 
of July 1960, which effectively stripped Slovak national organs of any 
real power and approximated to the discredited 'Czechoslovakism' of 
the First Republic. 

These painful historical memories tended to exacerbate the 
debates of 1968, one Slovak journalist asserting in April that if Czech 
prevarication tactics continued the Slovaks would have to go it alone 
‘even if this means separation and foundation of an independent 
socialist state’. However, more sober voices generally prevailed on 
both sides. Husak, the Slovak ‘bourgeois nationalist’ imprisoned 
in 1954 and positioning himself as a respectable ‘centrist’ in 1968, 
emerged as the main advocate of federalisation and played an impor- 
tant, and essentially moderating, role in the raging polemics. He told 
a regional party assembly in Bratislava that ‘federalization means 
nothing more than applying democratic principles in the field of 
nationality policy’ and sought to dispel Czech suspicions by insisting 
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it would not threaten the unity of the state.? Even the hard-line 
First Secretary of the Slovak Communist Party, Bil’ak, championed 
federalisation, but largely as an opportunistic method of delay- 
ing democratisation. Several leading Czech political and cultural 
figures, among them Smrkovsky, the new chairman of the National 
Assembly, the historian Milan Hůbl and the constitutional special- 
ists Jiří Grospič and Zdeněk Jičínský, acknowledged the necessity 
of federalisation, as did Dubček himself, who saw national equality 
as a guarantee of the stability of the common state.” Nevertheless, 
by the summer of 1968 many Slovaks were still concerned that the 
Czechs were dragging their heels, were at best only partial converts to 
federalism and were in no hurry to pass the federalisation law which 
had been slated for October. 

Slovak anxieties, aside from the timing of the bill, were manifold. 
Would the Czechs agree to create their own Czech National Council 
and Czech Communist Party parallel to the existing Slovak bodies? 
Would they insist on ‘one man, one vote’ in the new federal system, 
thus exposing Slovaks once again to majorizácia, or out-voting by 
the numerically stronger Czechs? Would they accept parity of 
representation in all federal institutions? Would they advocate a 
‘rigid’ federation stressing central government prerogatives and pow- 
ers? Indeed, which precise areas would fall under federal jurisdiction 
and which to the devolved national organs? And, symbolically, what 
would be the new title of the state? Matters were not helped by the 
fact that there was disagreement on these substantive issues not only 
between Czechs and Slovaks, but also among Czechs and Slovaks 
themselves. Hence, compromises were required from all quarters in 
the arduous and urgent negotiations over the federalisation law. In 
the event, the bill, to be discussed in more detail in the next chapter, 
generally satisfied both sides, but in many ways it was completely 
overshadowed by the Soviet invasion and the renewed centralisation 
imposed by Prague in late 1970 dashed all hopes of tangible Slovak 
self-rule. It was a bitter pill, made worse in that the new man at the 
helm, Husak, was a putative Slovak ‘nationalist’. 


‘Night Frost in Prague’: Soviet Intervention 


One of the great conundrums of 1968 is how and why the Soviet 
Politburo so rapidly changed their opinion of their erstwhile protégé, 
Dubéek, and when and why they decided on the ultimate sanction 
of military intervention. The Kremlin’s concerns over developments 
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in Czechoslovakia were multiple and, if viewed from the broader 
perspective of the on-going Cold War, appear guite rational and 
legitimate. Looked at through Brezhnev's eyes, how could he not 
but be dismayed by the proposed reduction in the powers of the 
Czechoslovak Ministry of Interior and security police, the exposure 
of Soviet involvement in the judicial crimes of the 1950s, the espousal 
of genuine legality, mooted military reforms and the perceived threat 
to the installation of Soviet nuclear weapons on Czechoslovak soil, 
Prague’s quest for limited autonomy in foreign affairs, and the KSC’s 
ideological ‘deviations’ from classical Marxism-Leninism? Above 
all, the end of censorship and the dismissal of trusted conservatives 
confirmed the Soviets’ grave misgivings. Did not the logic of a 
democratised system and an open mass media mean the emergence 
of ‘anti-socialist counter-revolutionary forces’ both inside and out- 
side the Communist Party? If so, could Dubéek or any successor be 
relied on to overcome the ‘rightist elements’ and maintain the party’s 
‘leading role’ in the future? If not, surely Czechoslovakia would be 
‘lost’ to socialism and the threat of ‘spill-over’ to other East European 
socialist states, including the USSR, would be palpable? If so, would 
not the cohesion and unity of the entire Soviet bloc be plunged into 
turmoil, the inviolable gains of the Second World War be forsaken 
and the historic struggle between ‘socialism’ and ‘capitalism’ end in 
victory for the latter? The risks were extremely high. 


Sources of ‘Counter-Revolution’ 


One striking thing we now know thanks to recent archival discoveries 
is that fears were being privately expressed as early as mid-January 
1968 and were beginning to crystallise into concrete forebodings 
by March. The first warning signals appeared within two weeks of 
Dubček's appointment as party secretary. On 18 January, the Soviet 
ambassador in Prague, Stepan Chervonenko, sent a long report to 
Moscow, which although generally positive about Dubček intimated 
that he was ‘vacillating’ and that the KSC leadership as a whole was 
still ‘weak and divided’.*! At the same time, the East German boss, 
Walter Ulbricht, and the Polish party leader, Wladystaw Gomutka, 
informed Brezhnev of their anxieties, and Gomułka in a head-to-head 
conversation with his Czechoslovak counterpart in early February 
spoke of the likelihood of ‘hostile elements rising against us’. 
Throughout the next seven months, Ulbricht and Gomutka, together 
with the Bulgarian supremo Todor Zhivkov, were among the most 
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consistent and vociferous adversaries of the reform process in Prague 
and, indeed, were possibly the first to promote actively the idea of 
military intervention. Why? Because they were justifiably worried that 
the Czechoslovak initiatives would attract their restive populations 
and the Dubček leadership would prove powerless to prevent the 
spread of new ideas. Student riots and demonstrations in Warsaw 
and other Polish cities in which placards were borne aloft declar- 
ing ‘Poland is awaiting its own Dubček’ merely corroborated these 
apprehensions. In addition, Ulbricht had a specific concern: the 
unwelcome prospect of a rapprochement between Prague and Bonn 
which could conceivably end in a unilateral Czechoslovak recognition 
of the West German government. 

While sharing East German and Polish disguiet, the Soviet leaders 
were particularly agitated by two phenomena in Czechoslovakia: the 
effective curtailment of censorship and the resultant free media and 
the demotion of trusted pro-Soviet figures in the party, security ser- 
vices and military. Combined with other troublesome developments, 
they indicated to Moscow that the Dubčekite leadership was losing 
control of the situation. The decision in March to end party regulation 
of the press, radio and television drove the Soviets mad. The Kremlin 
simply did not understand how ostensible Marxist-Leninists could 
relinquish authority over the mass media and permit ‘anti-socialist’ 
and ‘anti-Soviet’ outpourings. Why, for example, were articles being 
published and TV programmes aired which openly discussed Soviet 
involvement in the judicial crimes of the 1950s and in Jan Masaryk’s 
death in 1948? Why was the press demanding that perpetrators of the 
repressions in the 1950s be purged from the party? Why were there 
sensationalist reports about top-level scandals? Why did sections of 
the media actively seek Novotny’s removal as President in March? 
Why were anti-Soviet cartoons regularly appearing in the press? And 
why did Dubéek fail to carry out repeated Soviet demands to sack the 
director of Czechoslovak state television, Jiri Pelikan, and other radi- 
cal reformers? The Soviets were also worried by the prospect of mass 
actions, Brezhnev bemoaning at a Politburo session on 21 March that 
‘many of the rallies, meetings, core group gatherings, and so on are 
anti-Soviet’, while Dubéek simply says ‘all is calm there; nothing will 
spill out into the streets'.?? 

To make matters worse, influential conservatives were being 
dismissed from their posts. Novotny was replaced by Ludvik Svoboda 
as President of the republic and the key portfolios of Minister of the 
Interior, Defence and Foreign Affairs and the party secretary for ide- 
ology all fell to prominent reformers. High-ranking staffing changes 
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also affected the Czechoslovak People's Army. This personnel 
turnover undermined longstanding channels of Soviet influence 
and communication in the KSČ, the security services and military, 
compelling Brezhnev to lament “that so many “good and sincere 
friends of the Soviet Union” had been forced to step down'.? And who 
knew where it would all end? New ideas went hand in hand with new 
leaders. Josef Pavel, the reformist Minister of Interior, characterised 
State Security as an ‘enormous power apparatus which was to control 
everything and everyone’. Its strength therefore had to be reduced, 
it had to be removed from party jurisdiction and placed under the 
legal supervision of the government and the National Assembly. 
In addition, it was endlessly repeated that the courts and judiciary 
must be independent of the party and the secret police interference 
which had marked the dark days of Stalinist terror. Although Pavel’s 
attempts to purge StB old-timers met with stiff internal, and probably 
Soviet, resistance and the official party report into the repressions of 
the 1950s went unpublished, moves to democratise the Czechoslovak 
security services and unmask direct Soviet collusion in the crimes of 
the recent past evoked great consternation in Moscow.** 

Similar measures were proposed for the Czechoslovak armed 
forces, reforms which threatened to alter their position and status 
in the Warsaw Pact and simultaneously touched a particularly raw 
Soviet nerve: the storage of nuclear weapons on Czechoslovak 
territory. Although Dubéek asserted again and again his country’s 
total commitment and loyalty to the Warsaw Pact, some of his subor- 
dinates were less tactful. In July, the new Minister of Defence, General 
Martin Dzur, and the head of the important Central Committee State 
Administrative Department, General Václav Prchlík, made highly 
controversial pronouncements on the Soviet-dominated command 
structure of the Warsaw Pact and called for ‘representation on the 
basis of equal rights’. The Czechoslovak armed forces no longer 
wished to be ‘mere passive members of the Warsaw treaty’. Other 
officers advised that Czechoslovakia, while remaining a firm partner 
in the Warsaw Pact coalition, should devise its own military doctrine 
and strategy. It was even mooted that there might be a ‘bilateral or 
unilateral abolition’ of the pact ‘in the near future'.? Given these 
attitudes, it is hardly surprising that the Soviet top brass railed against 
the low morale and fighüng capacity of the Czechoslovak army. 
Indeed, the Soviet Minister of Defence, Marshal Andrei Grechko, 
had already concluded that it was ‘rapidly deteriorating’ and was 
'no longer capable of defending the border with the FRG [Federal 
Republic of Germany]’. What is more, talk of a separate Czechoslovak 


138 COMMUNIST CZECHOSLOVAKIA, 1945-89 


defence policy threw into doubt the secret agreements signed in 1963 
and 1965 between Moscow and Prague which permitted the USSR to 
station nuclear warheads at three locations in western Bohemia.?? All 
in all, it is clear that the Kremlin was deeply concerned that potential 
Czechoslovak military reforms would weaken the unity and coordina- 
tion of the Warsaw Pact, thereby exposing the Soviet bloc to the old 
bugbears of American ‘imperialism’ and West German ‘revanchism’. 

Prague’s evolving foreign policy was yet another bone of conten- 
tion. Here again the Czechoslovak government constantly sought to 
reassure Moscow that the alliance with the USSR and other socialist 
states was built on ‘firm permanent values’ and reflected the ‘vital 
interests and needs of our country’ and the ‘will...and feelings of 
our people’. Politically and economically, the links with the Soviet 
Union were regarded as beneficial for the country. Dubček specifi- 
cally ruled out any notion of state neutrality or withdrawal from the 
Soviet bloc and it appears that public opinion, still wary of West 
German intentions, essentially endorsed this position. However, 
Czechoslovak foreign ministry officials and specialists argued that 
what was required in the socialist camp was ‘unity in diversity’ and 
this in turn meant that Czechoslovakia should seek a more ‘active’ 
diplomacy based on a greater degree of national sovereignty and inde- 
pendence. This extended to the highly sensitive issue of relations with 
West Germany. Although Prague’s stance towards Bonn ‘remained 
almost completely static’ in 1968, the new Foreign Minister, Professor 
Jiří Hájek and Prime Minister Černík, noted and supported ‘realist’ 
tendencies in the West German government, no doubt a reference 
to the emerging Ostpolitik trend. Some commentators went much 
further, calling for ‘our own German policy’ and even prompt diplo- 
matic recognition of West Germany, speculation which infuriated the 
Soviet and East German leaders. Any hint of a Czechoslovak ‘special 
relationship’ with Bonn was anathema to Moscow and East Berlin. In 
sum, the central dilemma for Prague’s foreign policy-makers was how 
to maintain cordial relations with the USSR while harbouring real 
ambitions for limited autonomy.” No solution to this contradiction 
was found before the invasion. 

Itis surprising that recent literature on 1968 tends to underestimate 
the importance of ideology in Soviet calculations. For, as Matthew J. 
Ouimet has noted, ‘the Kremlin’s world view was steeped in Marxist- 
Leninist terminology that defined friends and enemies, threats and 
opportunities’.** Thus, on the ideological front Czechoslovak strivings 
to reform deeply entrenched Leninist principles and in particular 
to alter the conception of the party's ‘leading role’ were viewed as 
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a negation of the very essence of Marxism-Leninism. Indeed, the 
whole attempt to build a ‘new’ model of socialism in tune with 
Czechoslovak specificities came to be viewed as an ideological devia- 
tion from a ‘correct’ and universally applicable Marxism—Leninism 
whose precepts were the preserve of the Soviet Politburo. Brezhnev 
informed his Central Committee colleagues in July that ‘articles 
and speeches have appeared [in Czechoslovakia] criticizing Marx, 
Lenin, and Leninism'.? Even a high-ranking secretary of the KSC’s 
Central Committee, Cisar, stood accused of writing one such piece 
provoking a biting rejoinder from a Soviet academician. Discussions 
in Czechoslovakia on the new party statutes were equally controver- 
sial. The Leninist canon of ‘democratic centralism’, which sought to 
maintain strict party unity, ensure that all leadership decisions were 
fully implemented and essentially stigmatised ‘minority’ opinion in 
the party as a dangerous ‘fraction’, was subject to serious revision and 
challenge. The intention was to democratise thoroughly the KSC: 
elections to party posts were to be direct and secret, the monopolisa- 
tion of power by the few had to be prevented, party members should 
be encouraged to contribute to policy formulation, lower bodies in 
the party should be given greater autonomy, minority rights should 
be guaranteed and the dominance of professional party functionaries 
over all aspects of public life should be attenuated. In Moscow’s blink- 
ered eyes, these innovations signified none other than an ‘ideological 
preparation for counter-revolution’.”” 

These cumulative ‘threats’ to Soviet orthodoxy in both domestic 
and foreign policy spheres took on almost biological associations. 
Terms such as ‘disease’, ‘contagion’, even ‘bacilli? were used by 
leaders of the anti-Dubček coalition as perhaps a subconscious justi- 
fication for their worst nightmare: the ‘spill-over effect’. For what if 
the Czechoslovak ‘disease’ should ‘infect’ the Poles, East Germans, 
Bulgarians and, heaven forbid, the peoples of the USSR itself? These 
were no idle fears. According to Mark Kramer, ‘reports streamed 
into Moscow about disaffection among Soviet youth and growing 
ferment in several of the union republics, notably Ukraine, Moldavia, 
Georgia, and the Baltic states’. The powerful Ukrainian party boss, 
Petro Shelest, was adamant that publications sent across the Slovak 
border were radicalising Ukrainian intellectuals and nationalists, 
especially in the potentially unruly western regions which picked up 
Czechoslovak television and radio broadcasts. Even in Moscow, stu- 
dent and dissident activists were ‘translating and disseminating a wide 
range of materials from Czechoslovakia’.‘! What is more, Brezhnev, 
Shelest and others came to believe that the Czechoslovak reformers 
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were objectively to blame for this agitation, that they were ‘inter 
fering’ in the internal affairs of their neighbours. It is alleged that 
Shelest even ‘made shameless statements about the Czechoslovaks’ 
attempts to wrest the Carpatho-Ukraine from the Soviet Union'.? No 
wonder Dubéek and his colleagues found it impossible to reason with 
such dogmatic adversaries. 


From Fraternal Warnings’ to Armed Fraternal Assistance’ 


The rising alarm in Moscow and other East European capitals 
found its expression in multiple ways. The Soviet Politburo followed 
events in Czechoslovakia extremely closely, establishing a special 
nine-member ‘commission’ in May to maintain a daily vigil on 
developments. The Kremlin was also fed regular and contentious 
one-sided reports by the Soviet embassy in Prague and the KGB. 
There is as yet no evidence of substantive and consistent divisions 
among the leaders between ‘hawks’ and ‘doves’ or of any ‘opposition’ 
to the military suppression of the Prague Spring. However, Shelest 
recorded in his diary that the varying stances of leading protagonists 
‘prevented the Politburo from uniting firmly on how to deal with 
the question of Czechoslovakia’. It is likely, then, that individuals 
and bureaucracies in the broader Soviet hierarchy also differed in 
their conceptions of the appropriate response. Certainly several very 
powerful figures were mortified by events in Czechoslovakia and 
from March onwards began to push for “extreme measures’, a euphe- 
mism for armed intervention. Others wavered between hard-line 
and moderate positions. Others still were more cautious and wished 
to see all avenues exhausted before embarking on a potentially 
risky Red Army undertaking. The decisive voice lay with Brezhnev 
as General Secretary. He preferred to pursue a ‘political solution’, 
but was quite willing to authorise the military option as a last resort. 
Hence, the consensual strategy adopted by the Kremlin from the 
spring of 1968 combined preparations for armed mobilisation 
with various forms of pressure and ‘comradely persuasion’ on the 
Czechoslovaks, including veiled threats of economic sanctions, 
concerted press and telegram campaigns, extended Warsaw Pact 
military manoeuvres on Czechoslovak territory, bilateral and multi- 
lateral meetings, and private conversations between Brezhnev and 
Dubček. Despite the latter’s repeated assurances that Soviet con- 
cerns would be acted upon, by mid-August 1968 the Soviet leader’s 
patience had finally run out. 
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The first signs of overt pressure came at a gathering of East 
European communist leaders in Dresden on 23 March. Thinking 
they had been invited to discuss economic matters, the five-member 
Czechoslovak delegation sat stunned as Ulbricht and especially 
Gomulka delivered them a ‘cold shower’. The Polish boss insisted on 
the need for an immediate ‘forceful counter-offensive...against the 
counterrevolutionary [and] reactionary forces that...are active on 
a grand scale in Czechoslovakia'. He went on to draw an uncom- 
fortable comparison with the situation in Hungary in 1956 which 
cannot have been lost on his Czechoslovak interlocutors. Brezhnev’s 
tone was less shrill, but he demanded that Dubéek explain what 
was meant by the term ‘liberalisation of society’ and also used the 
ominous word ‘counter-revolution’. Even the generally conciliatory 
Hungarian party leader, Janos Kadar, impressed on the Czechoslovaks 
that resolute measures were necessary in this ‘critical’ situation. In 
an early indication of what was to become a growing and damaging 
trend, the reactions of the Czechoslovak representatives revealed 
certain nuanced differences, only Cernik categorically asserting that 
the ‘state of affairs in Czechoslovakia [is] overwhelmingly progressive 
and pro-socialist in character’. His colleagues, Jozef Lenart and to a 
lesser extent Kolder, were more ambivalent, the former admitting 
that in certain circumstances ‘counterrevolution...is possible’. Such 
creeping divisions must have been music to Soviet ears, and indeed 
in the following months Moscow assiduously identified and courted 
‘healthy forces’ in the KSC on whom they could rely, the most 
influential being the hard-line Slovak party boss, Bil’ak. 

The intense pressure on the Czechoslovak leadership continued 
throughout the spring and summer of 1968. In early May a bilateral 
meeting was convened in Moscow at which the Soviets made explicit 
their fears about the course of developments in Czechoslovakia, 
including American and West German attempts to undermine 
the regime and the domestic ‘counter-revolutionary’ groups and 
clubs which, according to Brezhnev, were ‘raging in full force’. He 
concluded his tirade with the words: ‘the main thing is to decide 
in what manner the cause of socialism can best be defended in 
Czechoslovakia. This question concerns not only Czechoslovakia 
itself but your neighbors and allies, and the entire world communist 
movement’. He appealed to his Czechoslovak listeners to ‘find within 
yourselves the necessary unity, courage, and will power’ to overcome 
the ‘dangerous phenomena’ in the country. At this stage, Brezhnev 
still appears to have believed that Dubček and his colleagues could 
sort out the mess on their own, but he darkly hinted that ‘we are ready 
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to offer our support’. In his various harangues, the Soviet leader also 
unwittingly exposed the insidious conspiratorial mindset that per- 
vaded the Kremlin’s outlook. It was either ‘underground’ elements, 
or ‘1.5 million former members of the once-disbanded fascist and 
bourgeois parties’, or this or that political ‘club’ or writer, who were 
‘organizing’ and ‘calling for the overthrow’ of the party leadership, 
and all were ‘directed by forces linked to the West'.' It was almost 
impossible for the Czechoslovaks to defend themselves convincingly 
against such misdirected and exaggerated claims. However, for a 
short time after the May Moscow summit Dubéek and other centrist 
reformers did attempt to rein in the media and vowed to ‘mobilize 
all means’ to ‘suppress’ any ‘anti-communist counter-revolutionary 
platform’. By recognising the existence of such ‘rightist forces’, the 
Dubčekites were ‘committed to doing something about them',“ 
but could not go as far as the Soviets wanted without completely 
undercutting the logic of ‘socialism with a human face’. 

In June and July, large-scale Warsaw Pact manoeuvres were 
undertaken on Czechoslovak soil. They were clearly intended as a 
psychological, as well as a military, lever to pressure Prague further 
to crack down on the ‘counter-revolutionaries’. The war games 
were accompanied by a Soviet press and telegram campaign which 
reached fever pitch following the publication of Vaculik’s “Two 
Thousand Words Manifesto'.^ On 14-15 July, towards the end of 
the manoeuvres, a highly significant conference of the leaders 
of the *Warsaw Five' - the USSR, Poland, East Germany, Hungary and 
Bulgaria — was held in the Polish capital.? The Czechoslovaks point- 
edly refused to attend, preferring a bilateral meeting with their Soviet 
counterparts. The outcome of the conference, the famous ‘Warsaw 
Letter' addressed to the Central Committee of the KSC, represented 
in effect an ulümatum and rationale for the forthcoming military 
intervention. The warning signs were more or less explicit 'the 
reactionaries' offensive, supported by imperialism, against your party 
and...social system...threatens to push your country off the path 
of socialism and, consequently, imperils the interests of the entire 
socialist system. In this struggle [against reaction] you may count on 
the solidarity and comprehensive assistance of the fraternal socialist 
countries’. Four conditions were categorically laid down ‘for the 
preservation of the socialist system in Czechoslovakia’: ‘a resolute and 
bold offensive against rightist and antisocialist forces’; ‘a cessation 
of the activities of all political organizations that oppose socialism’; 
‘the party’s assumption of control over the news mass media’; and 
‘solidarity in the ranks of the party itself on the fundamental basis of 
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Marxism-Leninism [including] steadfast observance of the principles 
of democratic centralism".*“ 

Regardless of the Czechoslovaks' indignant response to the accu- 
sations in the Warsaw Letter, which included a barbed reminder to 
Moscow about mutual non-interference in the internal affairs of 
‘fraternal’ countries, the Soviet Politburo, while “proceeding with 
all the steps needed to send troops into Czechoslovakia’, agreed 
to one last ditch attempt at a political solution to the crisis.?! This 
was the bilateral meeting of Soviet and Czechoslovak Politburo 
members at Čierná nad Tisou, a small railway community on the 
Slovak-Ukrainian border, and the subsequent joint gathering of 
East European leaders in Bratislava. The talks in Čierná, which 
lasted from 29 July to 1 August, were extremely tense. Kosygin 
came straight to the crux with the revealing and hurtful words: ‘we 
can assure you that if we wanted to, we could occupy your entire 
country in the course of twenty four hours’. Later in the proceed- 
ings Dubček was literally reduced to tears by the vitriolic diatribes 
of Shelest, who reportedly launched an anti-Semitic outburst against 
Kriegel, that ‘Galician Jew.” According to Williams, the main result 
of the ‘negotiations’ was ‘six oral promises’ made by Dubček and 
three other top Czechoslovak reformers to their Soviet counterparts. 
Although Dubéek always denied their existence, Williams insists 
that there is ‘overwhelming evidence’ for the promises, the most 
important of which were to uphold the party’s ‘leading role’; regain 
control of the media; ban KAN, K-231 and the Social Democrats; 
prevent damaging reforms in the security services; and remove the 
three radicals, Pelikan, Kriegel and Císař.” The Soviets were adamant 
about these ‘promises’, but it is a moot point whether their fulfilment 
would have averted the invasion - in all likelihood not. 

Another outcome of the Čierná talks was the decision to convene 
a multilateral meeting in Bratislava for 3 August. This conclave of 
leaders of the ‘Warsaw Five’ and Czechoslovakia injected a slightly 
hopeful note by agreeing a joint public statement which averred that 
‘each fraternal party takes into account national characteristics and 
conditions...based on the principles of equality, respect for sover- 
eignty and national independence, [and] territorial integrity’. This 
wording represented something of a victory for the beleaguered 
Czechoslovaks, but was more than counter-balanced by the insistence 
that ‘itis the common international duty ofall socialist countries to sup- 
port, strengthen and defend’ the historic achievements of socialism.*“ 
Since the opening of the archives, however, the Bratislava meeting 
is best remembered for the infamous ‘Letter of Invitation’, which 
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five hard-line Czechoslovak communist leaders wrote to Brezhnev 
requesting Soviet ‘intervention and all-round assistance’. One of the 
quintet, Bil’ak, clandestinely handed the short missive to Shelest in 
the gentlemen’s lavatory during a break in the proceedings!? This 
appeal gave the Soviets’ greater ‘freedom of action’ and, as far as 
Moscow was concerned, committed ‘the signatories to seize power 
when allied military units entered Czechoslovakia’. 

Preparations for such ‘fraternal assistance’ were in their final 
stages when Brezhnev, alarmed by secret reports from ambassador 
Chervonenko that Dubéek was still ‘not ready’ for a ‘decisive strug- 
gle with the rightist forces’, decided to telephone the Czechoslovak 
leader on 9 and 13 August.“" In the first call Brezhnev adopted an 
ostensibly fatherly tone, urging ‘Sasha’? (Dubček) to implement the 
‘commitments’ made at Čierná and to unite with the ‘healthy forces’ 
in the KSC ‘in the fight against the Right’. The second conversation 
was far more strident. An exasperated Brezhnev accused a defensive 
Dubček of ‘deceiving us’ by his prevarication and lame excuses for 
delaying the overdue crack down in Prague, to which Dubček abjectly 
responded: ‘if you believe we are deceiving you, then take the meas- 
ures you regard as appropriate...by all means go ahead’. He even 
offered his resignation as First Secretary, but ended with the words: ‘ʻI 
promise you, Cde. Brezhnev, that I'll do everything necessary to fulfill 
our agreement'.? It was not enough. Indeed, by then: 


the majority of the [Soviet] leadership could not but arrive at the 
conclusion that the KSC had not only lost all control over the 
media and was in the process of losing control over the organs of 
power, but that it had entirely lost its ability to act and to hold the 
party together.” 


Thus, on 17 August the Soviet Politburo voted ‘unanimously’ to 
‘provide armed assistance and support to the Communist Party and 
people of Czechoslovakia’. The next day this decision was relayed 
to the other participants in the intervention, East Germany, Poland, 
Bulgaria and Hungary. ‘Operation Danube’, the largest mobilisation 
of troops and weaponry in Europe since World War II, was about to 
be launched. 

All commentators agree that the Soviet-led invasion was militarily 
competent, but politically misjudged. It was undoubtedly a tragedy 
for the vast majority of Czechs and Slovaks, including most of the 
party leadership. In retrospect, it is hard to understand how Dubéek 
and his colleagues failed to ‘read the signs’ of the impending 
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intervention and even harder to accept that they had no contingency 
plans for such an eventuality. The warning signals were pretty obvi- 
ous as early as the ‘Warsaw Letter’, but Dubček always claimed that 
he was shocked by the entry of Soviet troops into his country. On the 
night of 20-21 August, 165,000 soldiers and 4,600 tanks crossed the 
Czechoslovak borders and within a week their respective numbers 
had risen to around half a million and 6,000.*! As for the timing, it is 
almost certainly the case that the Soviet Politburo wished to pre-empt 
the convocation of the Fourteenth Extraordinary Congress of the 
KSČ, scheduled for 9 September, which would have formally ratified 
the reformist course undertaken since January and likely removed 
many of the last conservative stalwarts from the party’s leading 
national and regional bodies. As it turned out, the congress con- 
vened clandestinely at a factory in the Prague working-class district 
of Vysočany on 22 August with the delegates adopting a fiercely 
anti-invasion tone.” The Soviet commanders of the operation were in 
no mood for mercy: early in the morning of 21 August, the Minister of 
Defence, Grechko, delivered this blunt message to his Czechoslovak 
counterpart: ‘tell Dzur that if they fire just one shot, I'll hang him on 
the nearest aspen!'? The admonition was heeded. Dzúr, President 
Svoboda and the KSC Presidium instructed the Czechoslovak army to 
remain in their barracks and the population to stay calm. Thus, there 
was no organised armed opposition. Nevertheless, by the end of the 
year the deaths of 108 citizens had been recorded — the invasion was 
not bloodless. Brave civil resistance was put up, but it was a grossly 
unequal contest and within days the country was pacified and under 
Soviet military control. 

Politically, the Warsaw Pact’s ‘fraternal assistance to the 
Czechoslovak people’ quickly degenerated into disarray. The plan 
was that on the night of the military intervention, the hard-liners 
Bil’ak, Kolder, Indra and others would isolate the ‘right-wing counter- 
revolutionaries’ in the KSC Presidium, establish a pro-Moscow 
‘worker and peasant revolutionary government’ and rapidly begin 
to restore order once the population’s acquiescence had been 
secured, an outcome which, remarkably, the Soviet leaders appeared 
to anticipate. It was a political miscalculation of staggering propor 
tions. In the event the conservatives were outmanoeuvred in the 
Presidium, which in the early hours of 21 August voted by seven to 
four to condemn the invasion. Thereafter, according to one Soviet 
eyewitness, the ‘healthy forces’ went ‘a bit haywire’ and ‘were unable 
to recover from the shock’. One got drunk, another went to the 
safety of his country home, two others fled to the Soviet embassy. 
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In this unexpected impasse, Brezhnev was forced to deal with Dubček 
and the rest of the Czechoslovak reformist leadership, most of whom 
had been arrested in their offices. They were flown to Moscow and 
from 23-26 August they ‘negotiated’ with the Soviet Politburo in the 
Kremlin.““ A distraught and ill Dubček together with his intimidated 
colleagues were in no position to withstand the verbal battering that 
was inflicted on them, Černík later describing Boris Ponomarev's 
attitude as ‘hateful, superpower, cavalier’. Eventually, all save Kriegel 
agreed to sign the secret ‘Moscow Protocol’, a document more or less 
dictated by the Soviets. Under its terms, foreign troops were to be 
stationed in Czechoslovakia until ‘the threat to socialism’ had passed, 
key personnel changes would be made, party control of the media 
rapidly restored, ‘anti-socialist’ organisations would be banned, and 
the Vysoéany congress declared null and void. These and other issues 
were to form the basis of the ‘normalisation’ that was to come. But two 
important concessions had been wrung from the Soviets: Dubéek and 
the majority of the reformers would remain in office, at least for the 
time being, and the post-January course was not entirely repudiated. 

In conclusion to this section, we must address the pivotal question: 
why did the Soviets invade? In his monumental work published in 
1976, H. Gordon Skilling identified three core elements in Moscow’s 
decision: first, military-strategic considerations; second, the per 
ceived threat to the Soviet model of socialism in Czechoslovakia; and 
third, the ‘spillover’ effect of reform to other East European states, 
including the Soviet Union. A crucial factor was security, both of the 
USSR and the East European bloc as a whole. Skilling declines to 
prioritise these various inputs, but concludes that ‘perhaps the final 
Soviet judgment...was that only an invasion could consolidate Soviet 
hegemony and avert the danger of eventual loss of control of the 
Communist Party and of its policy in Czechoslovakia, and, ultimately, 
over the entire area of Eastern Europe’. It would appear, too, that 
the Soviet leaders did not so much fear the collapse of socialism and 
a return to capitalism in Czechoslovakia, as a thoroughly reformed 
socialist system based on democratic norms, cultural freedom and 
popular participation.“* In short, the Kremlin leadership operated 
on the basis of ‘the primacy of politics’ and the threat to Soviet bloc 
security, arrogantly abrogating to itself the right to define ‘socialism’ 
and the duty to defend it by any means whenever it was believed to 
be under threat. 

In his assessment, Williams, with the benefit of declassified archival 
sources, emphasised the ‘subjective’ aspect of interpersonal rela- 
tions and the attenuation of what Brezhnev termed ‘political love’ 
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between the Czechoslovak and Soviet Politburos. Williams focused on 
the role of cognitive frameworks, such as images, ideas and beliefs, 
in the interaction between the two antagonists, notably Brezhnev 
and Dubček, and claimed that the Soviets had stereotypical images 
of their ‘partners’ in Eastern Europe. The Czechoslovak reformers 
stood accused of breaking the Soviet ‘operational code’ of correct 
political behaviour in three ways: they were reluctant to meet their 
Soviet counterparts; they did not clearly indicate whether they 
allied themselves to the pro-Moscow faction in the KSC; and finally 
they failed to carry out their promises to reassert control over the 
direction of reform. Hence, the signals emanating from Prague were 
mixed and were interpreted in the Kremlin as indications of ‘dan- 
gerous dithering, if not outright deceit’. The Czechoslovaks were 
perceived as unpredictable, unreliable and insincere in their dealings 
with Moscow. By August 1968 the Soviet Politburo had come to the 
decision that the Dubéek leadership’s reluctance to fulfil its obliga- 
tions to restore ‘order’ in Czechoslovakia represented a ‘betrayal of 
fraternal relations [and a] betrayal of friendship with the USSR’. For 
Williams, it was this erosion of trust that drove the Kremlin to use 
military force.” 


From Invasion to ‘Normalisation’ 


Unprecedented national unity spontaneously erupted on 21 August 
and the days thereafter in condemnation of the invasion, defence 
of Czechoslovak state sovereignty, support for the arrested reform- 
ist leaders, rejection of the collaborationist ‘traitors’, and demands 
for the withdrawal of the Warsaw Pact forces. From Prague to 
Brno to Bratislava, in towns and villages throughout the republic, 
Czechs, Slovaks and ethnic minorities of all social backgrounds and 
generations were one in opposition to the occupation of their coun- 
try. Paradoxically, a profound sense of freedom pervaded in the midst 
of military subjugation. National defiance was expressed in multiple 
ways: ‘graffiti, placards, petitions, jokes, songs, and poems, the compo- 
sition of which was often coordinated at local “slogan centres” staffed 
by students, educators, artists, and actors'." As ever, humour played 
its role: ‘Lenin! Wake up! Brezhnev's gone mad!’’! Many ordinary 
people, well versed in the Russian language thanks to compulsory 
teaching in schools since 1948, remonstrated with the bewildered 
Soviet tank crews, asking them why they had invaded when clearly 
no ‘counter-revolution’ was taking place. Underground radio and 
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television broadcasts and the independent press encouraged the 
defacement or removal of all motorway, street and building signs. 
Water and food was commonly denied the invaders by sullen citizens 
who did their best to shun the foreign troops. Three brief general 
strikes on 21, 22 and 23 August brought the country to a standstill. 
There were also several brave examples of non-armed resistance 
carried out by members of the Czechoslovak army, secret and civil 
police, and departments of the ministry of interior. Official party, gov- 
ernment, parliamentary and trade union bodies, despite operating in 
extraordinarily difficult conditions, lent their weight to the popular 
non-violent campaign. Even after the conclusion of the Moscow 
negotiations, the KSC Central Committee reiterated that ‘socialism 
with a human face...remains the mission of our nations’.” 
Ultimately, however, this impressive display of civil resistance 
and national unity came to naught. While oppositional acts con- 
tinued to be perpetrated, the early signs of creeping capitulation 
became evident. The basis for this tragic outcome was the Moscow 
Protocol and its insistence on an ill-defined ‘normalisation’. On their 
return from the Soviet capital in the early hours of 27 August, the 
Czechoslovak leaders hastened to inform the nation about the main 
‘agreements’, though none dared to mention the existence of the 
secret protocol. Dubček's tearful radio address, in which he promised 
the continuation of the reforms once ‘order’ and ‘consolidation’ had 
been achieved, went a long way in calming the tense situation. With 
the benefit of hindsight, it can be said that there was much wishful 
thinking and self-delusion in the belief, both among many politicians 
and the population at large, that Soviet troops could be withdrawn 
relatively quickly and that the principal post-January reforms could 
be salvaged. One by one, with the sole exception of federalisation, 
these innovations were reneged on in the following months. One by 
one, the leading reformers resigned or were forced out. Although 
Dubček tried hard to chart a middle course, balancing attacks on 
‘anti-socialist elements’ with repeated assurances that the reforms 
could be protected, it was impossible to reconcile Soviet demands 
with popular aspirations.” Post-invasion development, then, was an 
unedifying spectacle of piecemeal retreat and compromise which 
disarmed, disoriented and dismayed the vast majority of Czechs and 
Slovaks. ‘Realism’ — an acceptance that Moscow's demands had to 
be met if worse was not to befall the country — gradually prevailed 
in the face of continued ‘resistance’ and Husak, no doubt with his 
personal power goals in mind, emerged as the prime advocate of 
this position. But even he, soon to be the Soviets’ chosen successor 
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to Dubček, reportedly intoned on the day of the invasion: ‘now you 
can see what a mess that idiot Brezhnev has made!’” If he did indeed 
utter these words, Husák had forgotten them by the autumn as he 
began his astute campaign of giving ‘clear leadership’ and a ‘unified 
line’ to society. And he was not alone — other conservatives and luke- 
warm reformers entered the fray driven either by conviction, inertia 
or careerism. 

Between September 1968 and spring 1969, Czechoslovak political 
life was in limbo as intense inner-party conflict and crisis paralysed 
stable governance. Public opinion surveys carried out from 6 to 
13 December revealed ‘pessimistic sentiments of oppression, pow- 
erlessness, uncertainty and non-information, of disillusionment and 
betrayal’. Only 4 per cent of respondents in the Czech lands and 
7 per cent in Slovakia expressed ‘faith and hope’ in the future.” In an 
attempt to rally support for the beleaguered reform programme and 
its diminishing adherents, students held sit-ins, the metalworkers’ 
union 'KOVO' threatened a general strike, workers’ councils were 
formed in over one hundred enterprises and the creative unions 
began to speak out against the return of censorship and ‘closed 
politics’. The most famous act of defiance was the self-immolation 
of Jan Palach, a Charles University student, on 16 January 1969 in 
protest against the reimposition of censorship and the post-August 
political retrenchment. He died three days later. His sacrifice was fol- 
lowed by several other, less celebrated, youthful suicides.” Although 
Palach’s funeral turned into an outpouring of grief and anger and 
caused temporary panic in government circles, his death had the 
unintended consequence of deepening the divisions in the KSC elite 
and convincing ‘many centrist liberalizers that the country would only 
continue to lurch from crisis to crisis unless a new style of party lead- 
ership were adopted’.” In this atmosphere, actively encouraged by 
insistent Soviet pressure, an anti-Dubček coalition gathered strength 
in the party hierarchy. Likewise, many citizens began to lose faith in 
his protestations of reformist zeal and to lament his concessions to 
the Kremlin. 

The perfect pretext to remove Dubéek came in late March 1969. 
The unlikely occasion was the world ice hockey championships in 
Stockholm where the highly motivated Czechoslovak team defeated 
the Soviets twice in the space of a week.” The country was thrown 
into an orgy of celebration bordering on chaos. On 28 March, 
half a million people demonstrated in 69 towns and cities. Nine 
Soviet garrisons were attacked and the offices of the Soviet airline, 
Aeroflot, were ransacked in central Prague by a throng estimated 
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at 3,000 to 4,000 people. Unsubstantiated rumours have circulated 
ever since that the dirty work was in fact perpetrated by the Czech 
secret police. Whatever the case, the Soviet leaders were furious, 
blaming reformers, particularly Smrkovský, for ‘unleashing counter- 
revolutionary, anti-Soviet actions’. Not only the ambitious Husak, 
ranting against ‘petty-bourgeois elements’ and ‘enemy forces’, but 
also erstwhile reformers like Černík and Svoboda, then rounded on 
Dubéek, who was effectively isolated and broken. On 17 April, the 
KSC Presidium voted almost unanimously to accept Dubéek’s resigna- 
tion and to replace him with Husák as First Secretary. In the Central 
Committee later in the day, only 22 members out of 182 voted against 
these momentous personnel changes.” Husák's great attribute was 
that he was seen as a firm leader, who had been persecuted in the 
1950s and who could bring cohesion to a party and country that 
yearned for stability after months of ‘crisis fatigue’. He had also 
become ‘Moscow’s man’. 

Dubček's demise elicited scarcely a negative murmur in the wider 
party and among students, workers and intellectuals. Regardless of 
the new leader’s pronouncements that the reforms would continue 
within reasonable limits — ‘who wants to give up post-January poli- 
cies, comrades?’ — the concept of ‘socialism with a human face’ was 
definitively dead and buried and the era of ‘normalisation’ was about 
to take shape. The harsh meaning of this became plain in August 
1969 on the first anniversary of the invasion. Huge demonstrations 
in Prague, Brno and other cities were violently suppressed by the 
Czechoslovak security forces resulting in a number of fatalities. The 
disturbing reality is that the drift to ‘normalisation’ was as much 
conditioned by domestic pressures and power rivalries as by external 
interference from the Kremlin. 

What was the longer-term significance of the brutal crushing of the 
shortlived Prague Spring? In Czechoslovakia, the military interven- 
tion engendered a profound transformation in the political culture 
of the population. Historic Russophile sentiment was wiped from 
the face of the nation almost overnight and any hope the Soviet 
leaders may have had of friendship between the two peoples rapidly 
faded. During the 1970s and 1980s, the whole notion of 'reform 
communism' came to be regarded with cynicism, many oppositional 
activists and citizens becoming convinced that the Soviet model 
could not be renewed or rejuvenated. Some felt betrayed by the 
reform communists’, albeit reluctant, acceptance of the Soviet occu- 
pation. More than this, a deep apathy towards ‘politics’ in general 
appeared to envelop society by the early 1970s. All ‘isms’ and master 
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narratives became suspect as many Czechs and Slovaks retreated into 
their private worlds and ‘socialist consumerism’. As we shall see in 
the next chapter, such attitudes may have been exaggerated in the 
historiography, yet their existence not only posed major problems 
for the new pro-Muscovite rulers of Czechoslovakia, but also for their 
Soviet overlords. 

In the arena of international politics and intra-bloc relations, the 
so-called ‘Brezhnev Doctrine’ was propounded by Soviet theorists 
as a means of justifying the invasion. The doctrine, first enunciated 
in Pravda in September 1968 and formally in operation through to 
the Gorbachev era, restricted the sovereignty of communist states by 
asserting the duty of the USSR to intervene in any socialist country if 
events there threatened the existing order or the common interests 
of the Soviet bloc as a whole. In a truly disingenuous feat of sophistry, 
it was denied that this ‘limited sovereignty’ contradicted the con- 
cept of national self-determination. By promulgating the doctrine, 
the Brezhnev leadership made it abundantly clear that in the final 
resort the Soviet Politburo reserved the exclusive right to decide 
when socialism was in danger and to overcome that danger by armed 
force if necessary. It was not a happy omen for the peoples of Eastern 
Europe. Further afield, the crushing of the Prague Spring accen- 
tuated the shift to ‘polycentrism’ in the international communist 
movement which had originated with the Sino-Soviet split in the early 
1960s. Among many West European communist parties, the Italian, 
Spanish and French in particular, the Czechoslovak reforms and their 
untimely demise underlay the emergence of ‘Euro-communism’. 
This important trend of the 1970s and 1980s sought to define the 
theoretical and practical grounds for a transition to socialism more 
in tune with indigenous conditions and less beholden to the Soviet 
model. Like communism in general, 'Euro-communism' and the par- 
ties that advocated it fell victim to the collapse of Marxism—Leninism 
in 1989-91. 


Chapter 6: Everyday Normalisation, 
1969-88 


Following Dubček’s replacement as party leader by the pro-Moscow 
Husák in April 1969, the process of ‘normalisation’ (normalizace) 
began in earnest. The term has two connotations: it was applied at 
the time to denote the shorter-term goal of restoring order after the 
upheavals of the Czechoslovak Spring, but it is also used by scholars 
to define the entire existence of the Husák regime, 1969-89. Leaving 
aside the issue of what constitutes a ‘normal communist system, the 
original aim of ‘normalisation’ was essentially to reconstruct the sta- 
tus quo ante, which demanded above all the dismissal of reformists 
from the party, state, economic and cultural apparatuses. This purge 
was achieved relatively smoothly, but the new ‘consolidated’ system, 
despite moderate economic achievements in the 1970s, suffered from 
a looming crisis of legitimacy — the majority of Czechs and Slovaks, 
especially the young and the educated, accepted neither the premises 
of normalisation nor the regime’s ultimate dependence on Soviet 
armed might. Eventually, many became indifferent to it and tried 
to ignore its strictures, even its very ‘being’. The long process of the 
decay of communism, not only in Czechoslovakia but throughout 
Eastern Europe, can be dated fairly accurately from this time. The 
normalisers’ renunciation of the reform programme and the reim- 
position of an authoritarian Soviet model elicited opposition in the 
shape of independent counter-cultures, self-publishing ventures and 
various human rights initiatives, the most significant of which was 
Charter 77. A potent combination of embryonic civic activism, eco- 
nomic stagnation, internal implosion within the party-state structures 
and the ‘Gorbachev phenomenon’ in the USSR gradually eroded the 
ostensibly impregnable foundations of the 'post-totalitarian' edifice, 
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and in November—December 1989 the so-called ‘Velvet Revolution’ 
peaceably shunted the despised communist ‘dinosaurs’ from power 
and installed a multi-party democracy. 

Among the questions we shall address in this chapter are: what did 
normalisation signify, what were its aims and how was it implemented 
in post-invasion Czechoslovakia? Why did most Czechs and Slovaks 
acquiesce in the rigours of normalisation? How did the party attempt 
to gain legitimacy in the eyes of a sullen and alienated population? 
To what extent did an implicit ‘social contract’ exist between state 
and society that swapped ‘socialist consumerism’ for public political 
conformity? How far did conditions differ in Slovakia from the Czech 
lands? And what role did ‘dissident’ intellectuals play in the under- 
mining of the Husak regime? It is vital to remember, however, that 
for the vast bulk of people daily existence beyond politics continued 
in the 1970s and 1980s. What was ‘everyday life’ under normalisation 
and what opportunities opened up for citizens to adapt, negotiate and 
subvert the system? Who benefitted and who lost? Finally, and from 
a broader perspective, how far was normalised Czechoslovak society 
affected by the vast modernising changes that were sweeping through 
Europe and beyond in the 1970s and 1980s — rampant consumerism, 
mass communications, youth sub-cultures and social diversification? 


The Politics of Normalisation 


The Seven Wonders of Czechoslovakia 

Everybody has a job. 

Although everybody has a job, nobody works. 

Although nobody works, the Plan is fulfilled up to 105 per cent. 

Although the Plan is fulfilled up to 105 per cent, there’s nothing 
in the shops. 

Although there’s nothing in the shops, we’ve got enough of 
everything. 

Although we’ve got enough of everything, everybody steals. 

Although everybody steals, nothing ever goes missing anywhere. 

And the Eighth Wonder of the World is that it has been working 
for forty-one years. 

(Revolutionary slogan, Brno, November 1989)! 


This epigram from the late 1980s conveniently symbolises the politi- 
cal, economic and ethical crises engendered by Husak’s normalised 
regime, and its numbing effects have recently been reiterated by a 
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leading Czech historian: “the frustration of hopes and plans; the many 
thousands of destroyed careers in the arts and sciences; the tens of 
thousands of exiles; the breaking of people's moral backbone; the 
rule of the mundane; the lie, the indifference, and incompetence; 
years of hopelessness, dull pressure, and universal decline'.? Indeed, 
the recurring themes that punctuate the historiography of normalised 
Czechoslovakia provide an unrelentingly grim picture: alienation, 
apathy, careerism, collaboration, corruption, disillusionment, inform- 
ing, manipulation, opportunism, passivity, stagnation, ‘inner emigra- 
tion’, ‘civilised violence’, a ‘timeless’ era of monotony and ritualised 
conformity. Precisely because this negative discourse is almost entirely 
hegemonic in the existing literature and, more to the point, is in many 
ways historically accurate, it is extremely difficult to penetrate beyond 
this ‘reality’ in order to understand the nuances, subtleties and com- 
promises of daily life under normalisation. Before attempting this, how- 
ever, we must define ‘normalisation’ and assess its key political features. 


The Essence of Normalisation 


The concept was aptly elucidated in early September 1968 by the 
Soviet party daily, Pravda, as ‘the full exposure and suppression of 
subversive activity by rightist, anti-socialist forces, the elimination of 
their influence over part of the population and particularly the young, 
and the decisive strengthening of the Communist Party’s leading role 
in the work of state agencies, in the ideological and public spheres’.* 
Thus, normalisation was perpetually, though increasingly implic- 
itly, filtered through the prism of the Prague Spring and its prime 
political goal was to prevent another outbreak of reformist zeal. 
This sacrosanct aim was clearly enshrined in a turgid mass-circulated 
document The Lessons of the Crisis Development in the Party and Society 
after the 13th Congress of the KSC ratified by the Central Committee in 
December 1970.* In concrete terms, normalisation — or the various 
euphemisms employed by the normalisers such as ‘consolidation’ 
or ‘differentiation’ — signified the removal of the leading Dubéekite 
reformers and their supporters (the ‘anti-socialist forces’), the repeal 
of virtually all innovations associated with ‘socialism with a human 
face’, the rapid reimposition of censorship of the media and culture, 
a return to a tight centrally planned economy and a strict recentralisa- 
tion of the party’s authority over the security services and the armed 
forces. Crucially, beyond its overtly repressive and anti-reformist 
thrust, normalisation also meant the restoration of order, stability and 
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certainty in all aspects of the lives of Czechoslovak citizens, a vital part 
of which was economic regeneration. 

This state of affairs came to be known as ‘real existing socialism’, 
a polity that was to be unchanging and unchangeable. The outward 
signs of this immutable predictability and uniformity were legion: the 
ubiquitous flags and slogans on walls and in shop windows — ‘With the 
Soviet Union for All Time; the carefully staged ‘spontaneous’ mass 
rallies and celebrations of the same anniversaries every year; the same 
photo of the ‘leader’ in all public offices; the never-changing editori- 
als in the newspapers, which unfailingly contrasted successes at home 
with decline abroad; the recurrent political rituals of comradely 
bear-hugs, flowers and wreath laying. As far as the party leadership 
was concerned, the perfect normalised system was a world where all 
outcomes were intended, desirable and certain, where fundamental 
items of policy and ideology were non-contested and where the 'quiet 
life’ — a key notion for Husák — was guaranteed for all. To this extent, 
normalisation was an unrealisable myth, a charade, almost a theatre 
in which scarcely anyone, ruler or ruled, truly believed. It also signi- 
fied, as the famous novelist Milan Kundera and Timothy Garton Ash 
have suggested in their different ways, a monumental act of forget- 
ting': anything or anyone from the recent past that reminded Czechs 
and Slovaks of a more democratic and humane road of development 
was swept under the carpet, a taboo subject? 

Who initiated and implemented normalisation? It is clear that 
Soviet pressure, particularly in the early months after the invasion, 
was ultimately paramount — the very presence of tens of thousands 
of Red Army troops made any meaningful “resistance' on the part 
of Czechoslovak politicians and citizens a potentially dangerous 
matter. Moreover, on many occasions Moscow intervened directly 
in the political process in Prague through a variety of channels. 
Hence, the Kremlin provided the general guidelines for nor- 
malisation, but the actual detail was generally left in the hands of 
Czechoslovak communists, an outcome that Kieran Williams calls 
‘autonormalisation’. This was carried out by four groups of KSC 
leaders in the period August 1968 to 1971: initially, ‘centrists’, such as 
Dubéek, who wished to preserve reform but unwittingly undermined 
it; ‘realists’, those moderate reformers like the enigmatic Husak, 
who repudiated liberalisation soon after the invasion in the name 
of ‘order’ and ‘consolidation’; ‘neo-conservatives’, who initially sup- 
ported elements of reform, but by August were keen adherents of 
Soviet intervention; and, finally, the so-called ‘super-normalisers’, 
who had staunchly opposed any reform after January 1968.° 
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The dominant group was the ‘realists’, often middle-aged party 
members who for various reasons adapted to the highly proscribed 
conditions laid down by the Soviets after August 1968 and astutely 
presented themselves as the only alternative to dreamy liberals and 
stuck-in-the-mud Stalinists. This was particularly true of Husák, who 
emerged as the Soviets’ favourite to succeed Dubček, but who had 
his opponents among the other ‘normalisers’ and had to fight assidu- 
ously to maintain his authority. However, the 'centrists' played a major 
role in the early stages of normalisation. They were undoubtedly in 
an invidious situation, but many of them, including Dubéek and espe- 
cially his Prime Minister Cerník, were prepared to renounce much of 
the reformist programme and their former colleagues in the name of 
‘political realism’ and ‘the lesser evil’. Indeed, the abject behaviour 
of the post-August Dubéek executive demoralised and disoriented 
the population, severely, and probably permanently, undermining 
the legitimacy of reform communism and in the opinion of several 
experts greatly facilitating public acquiescence in the ‘normalised’ 
regime.’ Among the first priorities of the new Husák leadership after 
Dubéek’s ouster was to purge the party of ‘counterrevolutionary 
rightists’, both at the top and at the grassroots. The latter turned out 
to be a complex and time-consuming operation stretching into 1970 
and 1971. 


Rooting Out Reform 


The purge started with party and state elites and percolated down to 
mass ‘screenings’ (prověrky) of all KSC members in 1970. It is possible 
that both phases were initiated and directed by domestic normalisers, 
but behind-the-scenes and fairly blunt Soviet pressure was undoubt- 
edly applied. Already before Husák's ascendancy several outspoken 
reformers had resigned their offices or had been forced out- Kriegel, 
Mlynar, Sik and Smrkovsky among others. Over 20,000 rank-and-file 
members voluntarily quit the party in the first half of 1969 and tens 
of thousands more, many of them industrial workers, followed in the 
ensuing months.? After his demotion in April 1969, Dubček retained 
his seat in the Presidium until September, but in December was 
unceremoniously despatched to Ankara as Czechoslovak ambassador 
to Turkey, a post he occupied until May 1970. In the next month he 
was expelled from the party, becoming a minor official in the West 
Slovak state forestry commission where he stayed until 1985. Černík 
was dismissed as Prime Minister in January 1970 to be replaced by 
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Lubomír Štrougal, an emerging force among the ‘realists’. By this 
time no eminent reformer of 1968 remained in the Presidium. 
Inserted into the new leadership were hard-line conservatives such 
as Bil’ak, Miloš Jakeš and Indra, the first two of whom played promi- 
nent roles in organising and implementing the mass purge of party 
members which began in January 1970 and was to last the entire year. 

The prime aim was to cleanse the KSC of all committed reform- 
ists, or at least of all those who disagreed with the Soviet ‘fraternal 
assistance’ of August 1968 and the subsequent ‘consolidation’ drives. 
Husak had insisted, however, against the resolute demands of the 
'super-normalisers' that there would be no return to the dark days of 
Stalinist repression and he does appear to have successfully opposed 
the arrest of the leading figures of the Prague Spring. Instead he and 
his colleagues opted for a more mundane ‘exchange of party cards’ 
as the best method of weeding out uncompromising opponents. This 
major exercise was to be carried out by so-called “screening commis- 
sions’, 70,217 of which were created in the course of 1970, composed 
of 235,270 trusted party veterans.? Their daunting task was to inter- 
view every member of the party and judge whether they exhibited 
the ‘correct’ attitude to post-August developments. According to 
archival figures, 1,508,326 people were screened, of whom 326,817 
(21.7 per cent) were excluded from the party, 67,147 being ‘expelled’ 
outright." The percentages were higher in the Czech lands than 
in Slovakia. 

But what did it mean to lose one’s party card? There were two cate- 
gories of dismissal: the ‘cancellation of membership’ (zrušení členství) 
and ‘expulsion’ (vyloučení). The latter was worse: virtually all those 
expelled lost their jobs and had to take up more menial positions. 
Often the most independent-minded and idealistic, some of these 
disillusioned and angry ‘former communists’ were to play an active 
role in the opposition to Husák's regime. The post-purge KSC was still 
a mass party, but it was an overwhelmingly docile organisation com- 
posed largely of malleable careerists and compromised opportunists."! 
Only 26.4 per cent were manual workers, the traditional social base of 
the party, demonstrating that the purge had failed in one of its main 
goals: to bolster proletarian membership.'? Many experienced skilled 
officials and economic managers had been replaced by time-serving 
dilettantes, a phenomenon which did little to boost the efficiency and 
professionalism of the Czechoslovak political, economic and cultural 
apparatuses. A strict nomenklatura system was established, which meant 
that all responsible jobs and functions had to be occupied by trusted 
communists, and it is estimated that by 1980 there were approximately 
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550,000 such positions. However, unlike in the first two decades of 
communist rule, the vast majority of party members in the 1970s and 
1980s almost certainly retained very little, if any, faith in Marxism— 
Leninism, itself a damning reflection of the ‘crisis of ideology’ that 
afflicted the regime and country after 1968. 

The purge, however, went deeper than the party: whole professions 
and institutions were affected and thousands of non-communists 
were removed from their fields of expertise, creating an entire cohort 
of ‘second-class citizens’. The mass media were particularly badly 
hit. Several radical newspapers and periodicals were proscribed, the 
Union of Journalists lost nearly half of its 4,000 membership and even 
Rudé právo suffered the dismissal of 45 of its 80 editors.’ Universities, 
especially social science and humanities faculties, were far from 
immune - of 16,000 university lecturers, over 600 were either sacked 
or emigrated. Students, school teachers and educational administra- 
tors fared better proportionally, but several hundred were still sub- 
ject to expulsions and recriminations. In the autumn of 1970, a new 
centralised Socialist Union of Youth (Socialistický svaz mládeže - SSM) 
was established, purged of 'progressives'. The trade unions and their 
affiliated workers' councils, which had proved highly troublesome 
during the months after the Soviet invasion and into 1969, were fairly 
rapidly brought to heel, approximately 20 per cent of union function- 
aries being removed by 1970-71." 

The cultural world was singled out for special harassment and 
scapegoating. Many famous writers, including Havel, Klíma, Kohout, 
Kundera and Vaculík were blacklisted, their work banned and with- 
drawn from shops and libraries. Artistic associations and unions were 
disbanded and replaced by domesticated hack organisations. Job 
demotion or enforced foreign exile were the most common forms 
of punishment for these irreconcilables — philosophers became 
taxi-drivers, novelists became stokers, playwrights became brewers, 
historians became window cleaners. Some were compelled to swap 
Prague for Vienna. Their sons and daughters were barred from uni- 
versity and college. A debilitating ‘brain-drain’ sapped the country 
of talent — many tens of thousands chose to emigrate illegally — and 
travel to the West for those who remained was severely restricted. In 
the opinion of most observers the sad outcome was that, regardless of 
the occasional critical film or semi-censored article, Czechoslovakia 
became a ‘cultural desert’ largely divorced from global trends 
and innovations. 

The scale of the purges and persecutions suggests that resistance 
was futile. Indeed, after the demonstrations of August 1969 there 
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were no further acts of mass opposition to normalisation and resist- 
ance ‘was broken down incrementally through enticements, threats, 
and appeals to “reason”’. Thus, the majority of Czechs and Slovaks, 
demoralised by the sordid political compromises of their erstwhile 
leaders, were reluctant to confront the regime and withdrew into 
morose and superficial consent.!” Nevertheless, in the early 1970s 
isolated groups of opponents, or in some instances individuals, dared 
to break the enforced conformity and demand a restoration of civil 
and political rights. They were met with a series of mini-show tri- 
als. Among the most celebrated cases were those of the historians 
Jan Tesař and Milan Hubl, the latter an ex-friend of Husák; Jaroslav 
Šabata, former party secretary in Brno; Rudolf Battěk, a leading 
KAN activist in 1968; and Luděk Pachman, an international chess 
grandmaster. The sentences were stiff: Hůbl and Sabata, for example, 
received six and a half years imprisonment while Pachman got two 
years. According to archival sources, in the years 1969 to 1974 a total 
of 3,078 people were tried in civilian courts for politically motivated 
‘actions against the republic’, almost 80 per cent in the Czech lands.'* 
By the mid-1970s, it was precisely these groups of persecuted people — 
intellectuals, academics, journalists, former reform communists — 
who were to form the backbone of what became known in the West 
as the ‘dissident movement’. 


From ‘Social Contract’ to ‘Privatised Citizenship’ 


The purge and selective coercive sanctions notwithstanding, it is 
important to recognise that the instillation of fear was just one means 
by which the country was normalised. One measure, often overlooked 
in the historiography, which engendered a degree of voluntary com- 
pliance was the Nationalities Law of October 1968. This enactment 
was intended to defend the rights, particularly language and cultural 
provision, of the four minority nationalities in Czechoslovakia — 
Hungarian, German, Polish and Ukrainian (Ruthenian), around 
three-quarters of a million inhabitants (Roma were excluded). As 
such it was generally welcomed by their representatives, notably the 
Magyars, but resolutely opposed by many Slovaks. There were several 
other social measures and policies which helped to bind the regime 
and sectors of Czechoslovak society. Maternity leave and family allow- 
ances, direct assistance to single parents and disabled or orphaned 
children, subsidies for nurseries, school meals and children’s clothing, 
and low interest loans for newly-weds to assist with accommodation 
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and furniture all improved markedly in the first years of normalisa- 
tion. Even the émigré scholar, Vladimir Kusin, who was no friend 
of the Husák establishment, argued that the amount of financial 
support given from public funds to children, mothers and families 
‘can be the envy of every country in the world'.? There was virtually 
full employment, meaning very few Czechoslovaks lived below the 
poverty line. What is more, women's job prospects increased — by 1974 
they comprised almost 48 per cent of the total labour force, although 
on average they continued to be paid lower wages than men and 
were over-represented in traditional fields of employment. The same 
was the case in higher education, where women were concentrated 
in pedagogy and the humanities.? The perennial and dire housing 
shortage was partly alleviated by the construction of thousands of 
paneláky, mass-produced prefabricated blocks of flats hastily erected 
on the outskirts of all major cities. Although these buildings were 
hardly aesthetically pleasing and became the locus of many social 
problems such as alcoholism, drug abuse, juvenile delinquency and 
a perceived decline in sexual morality, for hitherto under-privileged 
people they did represent an equivocal step into modernity.” 

More broadly, commentators have invariably explained the acqui- 
escence of the Czechs and Slovaks to the imposition of the stultifying 
normalisation system by a tacit 'social contract' between rulers and 
ruled that is said to have emerged in the early 1970s as the economy 
showed indications of tentative amelioration. The unwritten ‘deal’ 
was that the state would deliver reasonable economic growth, full 
employment, relatively high standards of living and free health and 
educational services in return for which the populace would pay pub- 
lic obeisance to the regime and desist from overt acts of opposition.” 
It is an interpretation not shared by all experts and for most people 
everyday life remained hard throughout the period. But until the late 
1970s the authorities’ wager on rational consumerism and the ‘quiet 
life’ did appear to pay certain dividends. Unpublished public opinion 
surveys undertaken in these years demonstrate that while consum- 
ers had real concerns over both the quantity and quality of goods, 
they were largely satisfied with the supply of basic commodities, held 
hopes for a ‘better life’ in the future and regarded prices as essentially 
stable.” For most of the 1970s inflation was virtually non-existent 
(characteristically, beer prices never rose!) , the Czechoslovak economy 
functioned moderately well, thousands of upwardly mobile careerists 
and mediocrities stepped into the shoes of the purged, and, unlike in 
Poland, there were no visible signs of mass discontent or ‘dissident’ 
intellectual-worker cooperation. Indeed, according to H. Gordon 
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Skilling the contract ‘created a kind of web of social relationships with 
a life of its own and gave many people a real stake in the continu- 
ance of the system in its existing form’.** Why rock the boat when the 
conseguences were unpredictable and potentially dangerous? 

The most recent research, however, has suggested that the Husák 
regime found other, more mutually affirming, means of forging a 
modicum of legitimacy beyond economic concessions and social 
trade-offs. Paulina Bren has argued that the party offered citizens the 
prospect of ‘self-realisation’ through a ‘socialist way of life’ as an alter- 
native to unregulated capitalist consumerism. The underlying prem- 
ise is that both the regime and the majority of Czechs and Slovaks 
shared the view that the public sphere of political engagement and 
civic action, which had proven so volatile in 1968-69, should be for- 
saken in favour of the calmer domesticated spheres of the family and 
social and friendship networks, a phenomenon Bren calls ‘privatised 
citizenship’. In this private sphere women were to play the dominant 
role as mothers, producers and improvers of ““interhuman” social 
relations’ following the upheavals of the Prague Spring, and the 
archetypal site of this social healing project was the kitchen and the 
ever-burgeoning country cottage. The theory was that as the nuclear 
‘socialist family’ was nurtured, so the larger ‘national family’ would be 
maintained and consolidated. This gendered task was, it seems, suc- 
cessfully propagandised in the 1970s and 1980s through a number of 
highly popular television serials in which women acted as influential 
role models. For Bren, ‘official culture ceased to promote a nation of 
eager, publicly active communists; rather, it sought to create a nation 
of private persons joined in their mutual quest for the good life, 
which, the regime insisted, could best be had under communism’.”° 

The significance of this undertaking is twofold. First, it was a crucial 
component of the wider aim of the ‘depoliticisation’ of society, which 
lay at the heart of normalisation: there was no room for collective 
political activity under Husák, even from erstwhile ‘communists’. 
In this sense, the fundamentals of normalised politics were ‘anti- 
politics’, and it worked for almost 20 years. Marxist ideology, or at 
least terminology, was never eschewed - indeed, women were lauded 
for their dual roles as homemakers and productive workers and 
‘socialism’ continued to be propagated as the best means of realising 
human potential and creativity. But ideological references became 
ritualised, a source of popular indifference, mockery, lampoon, 
even contempt. It might also be noted that depoliticisation was not 
restricted to communist polities. It was the Czechoslovak variant of 
global developments after the crises of the 1960s and 1970s that 


162 COMMUNIST CZECHOSLOVAKIA, 1945-89 


witnessed the relative decline of welfare states, the emasculation of 
trade unions and the growth of individualisation, privatisation and 
personalised consumption.?? 

Second, the striving for a ‘privatised citizenship’ reflected the 
social mood after 1968, which was broadly desirous of ‘normality’ 
and the ‘quiet life’, and thus describes a different, more complex 
social reality than the ‘cynical’ contract between party and popula- 
tion, or the even more simplistic ‘state versus citizen’ binary. This 
does not mean that critical political perspectives entirely disappeared 
from public opinion, as witnessed, for instance, by citizens’ letters 
to Czechoslovak Television and Radio.” But the strong implication 
is that a measure of complicity existed between state and society on 
basic social conventions and cultural mores rooted in shared socio- 
economic aspirations, improved welfare provision and wary attitudes 
to unruly ‘intellectuals’. An extreme case would be ‘the collabora- 
tive part played by locals’ inhabiting the peripheries of the country 
in the ‘patriotic’ duty of guarding the state borders against Western 
subversion.” Yet at the same time, many citizens paid lip service to the 
state’s version of ‘normality’, constantly transgressed the boundaries 
between the ‘official’ and ‘unofficial’ and often sought to live beyond 
the confines of sanctioned practices and ideas. Thus, it seems reason- 
able to conclude that popular reactions to the normalised regime 
could be best characterised as ‘disengaged collusion’; that is, the 
vast majority of people were neither convinced ‘oppositionists’ nor 
staunch 'conformists', but inhabited an intermediate contradictory 
‘grey zone’ where they lived both within and beyond the ‘system’. 
Such incongruities and dissonances of the normalisation regime were 
evident in the specific conditions of Slovakia. 


Normalisation in Slovakia 


A recurrent theme of this book is that perceptions and attitudes were 
often markedly different in Slovakia from those in the Czech lands, 
resulting in mutual misapprehension, mistrust and occasionally overt 
suspicion. In important ways this trend continued into the 1970s and 
1980s. As a generalisation, the Slovak experience of normalisation 
was more ambivalent than the Czech, to an extent even constructive. 
Indeed, powerful myths arose. In the myopic view of some Czechs, 
‘traitorous’ Slovaks, notably Husak and Bil’ak, dominated the higher 
echelons of power in Prague permitting Slovakia to be cushioned by 
a so-called ‘soft version’ of normalisation. This was far from the full 
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story, but undoubtedly Slovakia did gain certain concessions. How 
to account for the differing perceptions among Czechs and Slovaks? 

The federalisation of the state goes part way in answering this 
guestion. The federalisation bill, passed somewhat hastily by the 
National Assembly on 27 October 1968 and operative from 1 January 
1969, was the sole major reform of the Prague Spring that the 
Soviet leaders were prepared to tolerate. No doubt they were well 
aware of its potential to ‘divide and rule’ in the tense atmosphere 
of post-invasion Czechoslovakia and it is surely the case that some, 
perhaps many, Slovaks were ‘bought off’ by the federalisation law 
and were thus less averse to normalisation than the depressed and 
demoralised Czechs. Under its provisions, deeply held Slovak aspi- 
rations for self-determination and access to responsible positions 
were partially fulfilled, softening the blow of the renunciation of 
the other Dubéekite reforms. Peaceable federalisation of a hitherto 
centralised state was a major, indeed historically unique, constitu- 
tional achievement.” It formally recognised a voluntary union of 
equal national states whose two constituent republics, the Czech and 
Slovak, would hold authority via their respective National Councils 
over a wide range of issues: education, culture, justice, health and 
trade among others. Further enactments were ratified that restricted 
the possibility of majorizácia, the Slovak fear of being out-voted by the 
more numerous Czechs. Federal bodies, based in Prague, were to 
retain competency over relatively few key areas such as foreign policy 
and defence, and Slovaks were to be permitted greater access to fed- 
eral posts and sinecures. However, contrary to Slovak expectations, 
many ‘common affairs’ were designated, including industry, agricul- 
ture, planning, finance and social welfare, which increasingly came 
under the federal prerogative, in effect recentralising the economy. 
Moreover, the prospective creation of a Czech Communist Party as 
a balance to the Slovak party never materialised, largely because it 
was viewed as a potential hotbed of ‘right-wing counter-revolution’. 
In the event, the KSC remained the real power-broker in line with 
Husak’s, and the Soviets’, insistence on a unified defederalised party. 

Paradoxically, the normalisers’ attempt, conscious or otherwise, to 
‘pacify’ the Slovaks with the accoutrements of self-autonomy was a 
dangerous political game in that it revived the distinctly un-Marxist 
spectre of ‘bourgeois nationalism’. To be sure, communist leaders and 
theoreticians had always harboured an ambivalent attitude towards 
nationalism — it could never be allowed to supplant class, although it 
could be used to bolster the flagging legitimacy of fragile regimes, as 
in Gomutka’s Poland or Ceausescu’s Romania. But according to Pavel 
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Kolář, ‘anxieties about “Prago-centrism” and Slovak particularism 
grew in the 1970s and 1980s among the ruling bureaucracy'.? A 
constant fear seemingly pervaded the KSC elite that nationalist senti- 
ment, especially among the Slovak intelligentsia, might be induced by 
federalisation and its inconsistencies. In the opinion of one expert, 
by the mid-1970s these official concerns over potential ‘bourgeois 
nationalism’ had engendered ‘a renewed emphasis on international- 
ism and socialist patriotism’, a process one oppositionist termed the 
‘Sovietisation’ of Slovak academia.” This is not to say that expressions 
of nationalist rhetoric were endemic in normalised Slovakia, but the 
ultimate worry was that nationally inclined malcontents could infil- 
trate the KSS, and Slovak culture in general, as was perceived to be 
the case in the 1960s under Dubéek’s secretaryship. After all, Husak 
himself had first-hand knowledge of such incursions. 

The fundamental dichotomy of federalisation, however, not only 
in the fraught conditions of autumn 1968 but throughout the era of 
normalisation, was that it ‘was to be initiated not as a component of 
democratisation, as originally anticipated, but within a political system 
in which the basic elements of democracy were lacking’.* Indeed, the 
authoritarian Husák regime took concrete steps in late 1970 and early 
1971 to strengthen federal organs and erode many of the residual 
rights of the republican bodies, notably the Slovak. So much so that 
one respected Czech commentator later insisted that Czechoslovakia 
‘was from the beginning of normalization a federation in name only’, 
and that the entire undertaking represented a manoeuvre which 
scarcely impinged on the Czech collective consciousness except as yet 
another bitter example of Slovak ‘perfidy’ at a time of national crisis.** 
Regardless of the historical accuracy of this notion, the Czechs’ embed- 
ded resentment of Slovak ‘opportunism’, combined with the Slovaks’ 
sense of moral triumph, which even the watered down federalisation 
could not erase, and the creation of self-confident administrative and 
business elites in Slovakia in the course of the 1970s and 1980s, helped 
prepare the ground for the coup de grâce 20 years later: the splitting of 
the country into two independent sovereign states. 

There were many other factors, however, that explain the relative 
stability of the normalisation regime in Slovakia. Federalisation fos- 
tered a growing bureaucratisation in Bratislava and elsewhere, which 
meant avenues of upward social mobility and influence for many tens 
of thousands of young and ambitious Slovaks. The Slovak economy, 
enjoying fairly buoyant levels of state investment, underwent a 
modernisation programme which benefitted industrial workers and 
their families. Urbanisation expanded, educational facilities, social 
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welfare and pensions improved and the gap in the standard of liv- 
ing between Czechs and Slovaks significantly narrowed. The purge 
in the KSS and overall levels of persecution were less vindictive and 
cultural life less restricted than in Bohemia and Moravia. In light 
of these developments, Slovaks, in retrospect at least, have tended 
to regard the normalisation era more benignly than Czechs. For 
instance, opinion polls conducted in the post-communist period 
revealed that surprisingly high numbers of Slovaks looked back posi- 
tively on the achievements of the years 1969-89, some even regard- 
ing it as the most successful period of the entire twentieth century.*“ 


Normalisation as a Way of Life 


A pivotal question on the normalisation era is: why was the regime 
apparently so stable? Why was this repressive, inhumane and banal 
system capable of reproducing itself with so few signs of overt oppo- 
sition? An important way of addressing this conundrum is to try to 
understand the patterns of everyday life under normalisation, the 
strategies of survival deployed by citizens and the complex web of 
mutual compromises and diverse loyalties engendered by the pres- 
sures of ‘normalised’ existence. Between the two extremes of joining 
the power holders or fleeing the country, actively ‘conforming’ or 
becoming an outcast ‘dissident’, there were a plethora of intermediate 
hybrid positions and attitudes that most citizens adopted. The bottom 
line is that very few, if any, people genuinely identified with the goals 
of the regime, scarcely anyone — party members included — believed 
the hollow slogans and ritualised Marxist-Leninist teachings, and to 
this extent there was an underlying crisis of ideology at the heart of the 
system, a recognition that ‘real existing socialism’ was at, or coming 
to, a dead-end. This in turn meant that ultimately the party suffered 
from a debilitating lack of popular political legitimacy, a reality grossly 
exposed in the autumn of 1989. But the ‘normalised’ system lasted 
for 20 years and was able to integrate, or co-opt, most citizens into its 
structures and patterns of behaviour. This needs to be explained. 


Fear, Surveillance and ‘Civilised Violence’ 


The conventional explanation is that ‘conformity’ was the product of 
the inculcation of fear and the intimidation of doubters and oppo- 
sitionists by the seemingly omnipotent security services, the StB.” 
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This facet of the normalised regime should never be overlooked. 
Indeed, it was axiomatic in Prague in the 1980s that any pub could 
be inhabited by a plainclothes police agent straining to overhear 
conversations — one could never be sure, so better to be a bit careful. 
‘Special branches’ (zvláštní pobočka) affiliated to the StB operated 
in major enterprises, universities and other workplaces. Minor, and 
not so minor, acts of repression littered everyday life under Husák, 
affecting large numbers of ‘ordinary’ people, not just a handful of 
‘dissidents’. Although long-term detention or imprisonment was 
rarely necessary, partly because the shock waves of an individual’s 
demotion or dismissal from work would affect all employees and 
lessons were easily learnt, low-level persecution was endemic and 
typically impacted on people’s livelihood, not physical existence. 
The unofficial sociologist, Jiřina Šiklová, provides a telling example. 
In spring 1988, a respected small-town secondary school teacher, 
Mrs Hana Jůptnerová, delivered an emotional eulogy at the funeral of 
a local ‘dissident’, Pavel Wonka, who had died suspiciously in police 
custody. In response “the school board immediately terminated her 
employment contract, and ever since she has been washing dishes 
in a confectionary shop'.?? Or take the case of a student-functionary 
in the Socialist Union of Youth who was expelled from that body 
for organising a punk festival in August 1984.77 Or the experience, 
no doubt replicated in numerous instances across the country, of 
a bright youngster who had great difficulties enrolling first at a 
local grammar school and later at the English Department of Brno 
University because of her ‘bourgeois’ social background; that is, 
her father and uncle were well-known shop-owners. Class, evidently, 
still mattered in normalised Czechoslovakia. In the end, and this is 
instructive, it was personal connections that ensured her eventual 
success: being acquainted with, or consciously cultivating, the ‘right’ 
person often proved crucial.” 

Nevertheless, a feeling of fear, it appears, was not all-pervasive 
and probably afflicted the intellectual strata — even, ironically, 
the political leaders — far more than manual labourers and office 
workers.? But it surfaced if citizens for whatever reason came 
into contact with the StB. A friend related her discovery of ‘fear’: 
‘was I afraid then [in the 1970s]? I do not think so, I was still too 
young...We were mostly defiantly laughing at possible tapping 
devices used by the secret police’. However, in 1979 she found 
herself at the StB precinct in Brno and was confronted by a fat file 
on her ‘activities’. The police agent, who she vaguely recognised, 
offered her the extremely rare opportunity of travelling to Britain 
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as part of a university group on condition that she spy on her stu- 
dent co-travellers. She courteously declined the ‘invitation’. ‘After 
that episode, I lived in fear.’ Why? Because ‘the level of detail they 
possessed indicated that people from my very close entourage 
must have given them the information’. And from that moment 
on she could trust no one. The sense of constant surveillance was 
unnerving, psychologically crippling and ultimately, combined with 
multiple everyday frustrations, humiliations and indignities, forced 
her to emigrate illegally in the early 1980s. This kind of treatment 
is what Milan Šimečka, the renowned dissident-chronicler of nor- 
malisation, described as ‘civilized violence’.*! Gone were the days of 
leather-clad thugs and physical intimidation. Secret police officers 
now dressed in suits, had degrees in history, called suspects in for 
interview during normal working hours and politely shook their 
hand after an amicable two-hour chat over a cup of coffee.” But 
they could still ruin your life. 


Chatas, Hustlers and Stolen Breeze Blocks 


Another more prosaic, but nonetheless compelling, reason for nor- 
malisation’s relative longevity is that in material terms most Czechs 
and Slovaks had ‘never had it so good’. As we have seen, the tacit 
‘social contract’ between the state — the virtual sole provider of 
employment, goods, services and ‘gifts’ — and society promised a 
decent standard of living in exchange for public political compliance. 
But more than this, as several re-emigrants to the country emphasised 
after disappointing sojourns in the West in the late 1960s and early 
1970s, socialist Czechoslovakia offered ‘a less demanding work envi- 
ronment, cheap entertainment and leisure, state-funded health care 
and...a “more spiritually mature nation than that in America"'.? 
The message was clear: ‘normalised’ citizens could live tolerably well 
and get paid solid money without having to work hard (sometimes 
scarcely at all), with no threat of unemployment and with affordable 
social and recreational activities essentially guaranteed. And, as an 
added bonus, they could salvage their consciences for compromising 
with the hated regime by convincing themselves that they inhabited 
a state that valued European ‘culture’ and ‘heritage’ over crass and 
shallow American consumerism. 

This message, in the collective memory at least, appears to have 
got through. According to the anthropologist David Altshuler, nor- 
malisation is ‘remembered by Czechs for the offer of unprecedented 
possibilities for material accumulation', not only of consumer goods, 
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but ‘widespread financial and logistical support for do-it-yourself 
family house construction projects'.^ Indeed, by the early 1980s 
many citizens were able to erect their own homes providing they had 
obtained, sometimes using an inventive combination of fair means 
and foul, the necessary ‘building licence’ (stavební povolení) from 
the relevant municipal and architectural authorities. Moreover, the 
archetypal example of the socialist ‘good life’ was the craze for the 
country cottage (chata) that swept the country in the 1970s and 1980s. 
In order to escape the stultifying rigours of normalisation, many peo- 
ple sought refuge in building or buying their own space in the peace 
and quiet of the countryside where they were free of the long arm of 
party propaganda and the secret police. Official statistics show that 
the number of such abodes in the Czech lands grew from 128,000 in 
1969 to 225,000 by 1981.5 The result was that on Friday afternoons 
the main cities became denuded as tens of thousands of Czechs (the 
phenomenon was far less developed in Slovakia) flocked to their 
chata with crates of beer and sausages in tow. Often returning on 
Monday morning, it meant that many Czechs were effectively working 
a three or four-day week by the 1980s. Nevertheless, the authorities 
colluded in this private, non-collectivist, ostensibly petit-bourgeois 
activity because ultimately it served to fulfil that key goal of 
the normalised regime: the creation of a ‘de-politicised’ and partly 
de-urbanised population engaging in ‘government-mediated’ 
pursuits and more motivated by ‘things’ than ideas.“ 

In addition, Czechs and Slovaks, living in an economy of shortages, 
learnt to cope by becoming masterfully adept at bending the rules 
in myriad ways: moonlighting, bartering, bribery, hoarding, speculat- 
ing, pilfering and smuggling.“ Paradoxically, in this sense ‘normal- 
ised’ existence was anything but dull and uniform — it was, rather, 
remarkably and inexplicably ‘free’ and liberating. Many citizens 
circumvented the dire paucity of reliable media coverage of domes- 
tic and foreign events by tuning into German or Austrian television 
or listening to Radio Free Europe and the BBC World Service. Even 
scarce Western goods became fairly widely available through the net- 
work of state-sponsored Tuzex outlets. These were shops, first estab- 
lished in 1957, which sold all manner of ‘luxury’ products up to and 
including cars (a Chrysler cost $5,000 in 1977), apartments and land, 
but only for Western currency or bony — special coupons purchased 
either legally from the national bank or, increasingly common 
under normalisation, illegally from shady get-rich-quick ‘hustlers’ 
(veksláci).“* A veritable ‘black economy’ took shape in the 1970s 
and 1980s based on semi-private, semi-legal petty entrepreneurship 
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which saw many a mechanic knock off early from his official work 
in a state-run garage in order to carry out his ‘second’ job of mend- 
ing a friend's car, who, as a butcher, pays him with a kilo of choice 
meat. Or take the example of one of my acguaintances in Prague in 
the early 1980s whose car wing-mirror was stolen. I was more than 
a little surprised when, in response to my naive statement that he 
would have to buy an expensive new one, he said: “You must be jok- 
ing! You can't get them anywhere. I'll just have to steal one from 
someone else.’ 

There was little ethically uplifting about this style of living, which 
fostered corruption, low-level theft and a kind of spiritual vacuum, 
encapsulated in the ubiquitous saying: ‘we pretend to work and you 
pretend to pay us!’ But it did mean that consumer desires were partly 
gratified and citizens learnt to ‘play the system’ as best they could. 
And what is more, these ‘shadow’ activities were effectively endorsed 
by the authorities because they either helped oil the not-so-smooth 
wheels of the economy, services and supply of goods, or were a 
precious source of much-needed valuta — foreign currency, especially 
dollars. The warped and cynical moral universe of normalisation 
appears to have penetrated the supposed guardian of law, order and 
traditional values: the judiciary. In the mid-1980s, a civics teacher 
in central Moravia took his class of teenage students to the local 
courthouse to witness socialist justice at first hand. It was an all-too- 
common case of ‘theft of socialist property’, in this instance building 
materials. The presiding judge reprimanded the defendant with the 
words: ‘that you stole the breeze blocks, I can understand - there's a 
shortage of them on the market. But the bricks, too?! You could have 
bought them!’ 

Young people found their own way of navigating the system. By 
the mid-1980s, a few radicals attempted to ‘opt out’ as best they 
could by living ‘as if — ‘as if the system did not exist. Others, such 
as Miloslav Nevrly and his friends, sought to escape the frustrating 
restrictions on foreign travel by regularly visiting the wildernesses and 
myths of rural Romania. His 1981 book, Carpathian Games ( Karpatské 
hry), gained something of a cult following among many Czechs and 
Slovaks.? But invariably the youthful rebellion entailed an embrace 
of an ‘imagined West’ (Západ) in the form of rock music, fashion, 
beards and badges, although this did not necessarily imply a politi- 
cised rejection of ‘socialism’ and an espousal of 'capitalism'.?' The 
regime looked askance at this uncritical adoption of ‘bourgeois 
values’, most demonstrable in its heavy-handed treatment of bands 
such as The Plastic People of the Universe, which will be discussed 
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below. But the authorities were prepared at times partially to accom- 
modate potentially ‘subversive’ or ‘alternative’ sub-cultures in an 
attempt to engender a modicum of support or more likely as a safety 
valve for pent-up youth frustrations. 

A good case in point is the story of the Jazz Section of the Czech 
Musicians’ Union, ‘one of the most remarkable cultural institutions 
in “normalized” Czechoslovakia’. Formed somewhat incongruously 
at the height of normalised repression in 1971, disbanded in 1984 
and its leaders arrested in 1986, the Section arranged numerous semi- 
illicit jazz and rock concerts and festivals and published ‘for internal 
use only’ a multitude of ideologically risqué books and journals, a 
few even by semi-censored authors such as Bohumil Hrabal. This 
inevitably brought the Section into conflict with the authorities, 
who more than once in the late 1970s and early 1980s attempted 
to dissolve the organisation. But in their protracted struggles with 
the regime, the Section’s leaders, sometimes with the backing of 
sympathetic judges and cultural officials, doggedly operated on the 
basis of ‘legal resistance’ and, while they ‘persistently refused to sub- 
ordinate their activities to Communist control’, they were ‘careful 
not to appear as oppositional or associate themselves openly with any 
dissident groups’. 

Hence, until the mid-1980s the Section managed to retain a 
precarious semi-independent existence and in so doing influenced 
many tens of thousands of mainly younger people in the Czech 
lands, as well as in Slovakia. The very fact of its longevity in the face 
of official persecution says something salient about normalisation. 
First, as Peter Bugge suggests in his study of the Jazz Section, the 
regime recognised certain limits of the law and wished to be seen to 
uphold ‘socialist legality’, blunting the repressive edge of the state. 
Second, and most significant, the authorities were not monolithic 
in their approach to the Section or to cultural life in general. This 
ambivalence fostered a ‘curious twilight zone where the rule of law 
half existed’ and where ‘space’ was created ‘for various forms of 
independent activism “from below”’. Finally, by the mid-to-late 1980s 
these semi-tolerated activities and bodies had spawned a measure of 
self-confidence and fortitude among a ‘third generation’ of students 
and other young people, who, unlike their parents and grandpar- 
ents, were largely untainted by notions of ‘Stalinism’, ‘neo-Stalinism’ 
and ‘reform socialism’, and were beginning to conquer their fear 
and break loose of the sordid compromises of normalisation. 
These attributes became palpable in the heady days of the ‘Velvet 
Revolution’. 
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‘Co-Responsibility’ in the ‘Grey Zone’ 


Understandably, nowadays most older Czechs and Slovaks do not 
wish to be reminded of their complicity in the establishment and 
preservation of the despised normalised regime. But this notion of 
‘co-responsibility’ in many ways strikes at the heart of the matter and 
in essence it is an all-too-human story of adaptation, co-optation, sur- 
vival and ‘making the best of a bad job’. To this extent, it has universal 
implications well beyond so-called specific Czech characteristics of 
passivity, indifference and buffoonery. To borrow Alexei Yurchak’s 
terminology on ‘late socialism’ in the USSR, many Czechs and Slovaks 
lived ‘outside’ (vne), but not disconnected from, the system.** This was 
a symbiotic state of being whereby a person could respect ‘law and 
order, stability, and the enforcement of [socialist] morals’ and even 
agree that ‘dissidents...were dangerously rocking the boat’, but simul- 
taneously might ‘like jeans, have long hair, and listen to the Beatles’.** 

A recent influential case study of the normalisation process in 
the Philosophical Faculty of Charles University, Prague, has stressed 
the impact of 'co-responsibility on the part of academic staff and 
students for the ‘consolidation’ of the faculty after the events of 
1968. Asking the key question — how was it possible that the very 
same intellectuals who had upheld the ideas of reformed socialism 
assumed a stance of loyalty towards the renewed faculty in the 1970s 
and 1980s? — the authors describe a complex combination of sur- 
veillance from above and relative autonomy from below that went 
beyond fear and intimidation. The latter, to be sure, were present at 
all times, but never absolute. The first step was to convince enough 
academics that they ‘might play a constructive role in creating the 
new consensus’, which included identifying opportunities, perks 
and sources of personal advancement. This was then internalised 
as a form of ‘auto-suggestion’, whereby staff persuaded themselves 
that they were partly responsible for the new developments, while 
doing their utmost to construct an ‘ideologically harmless profile’. 
This sentiment was enhanced by the existence of ‘a highly strati- 
fied society’ in the university micro-environment by which ‘it was... 
possible to teach at a leading ideological faculty while being or not 
being a Marxist, being or not being a party member, collaborating or 
not collaborating with the Secret Police’. As the normalisation of the 
faculty proceeded, many members of staff became controllers and 
supervisors, who were themselves in turn controlled and supervised 
from above. The authors argue that ‘it was this effective distribution 
of responsibilities amongst a huge number of people which made... 
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the new dictatorship bearable and, from the perspective of the sys- 
tem, functional'. Hence, their controversial conclusion is that: 


Normalisation...did not establish itself as a prefabricated plan 
to subjugate society. The involvement of the masses did not go 
according to the script...To make the system genuinely viable, it 
needed to be embraced and created by the people themselves. 
Therefore, one of the typical features of Normalisation was surpris- 
ingly a certain level of openness, naturally within the boundaries 
set by the basic ideological framework and power hierarchy.” 


This phenomenon was more broadly noticeable in the so-called 
‘grey zone’, a term first used in the late 1980s by unofficial historians 
to denote those scholars who worked in the official structures and 
institutions, but who also kept in contact with persecuted and harassed 
colleagues, thus inhabiting a kind of no-man’s-land, or ‘grey zone’, 
between consent and opposition.” The concept then broadened to 
include large numbers of qualified hard-working professionals in many 
fields, who ‘reluctantly...cooperated with the establishment...and 
accepted certain benefits in exchange for their relative conformity’ 
while remaining essentially sympathetic to ‘dissident’ views. What is 
the significance of this notion? First, in the opinion of a leading Czech 
sociologist, the people of the ‘grey zone’, as expert workers, were cru- 
cial for the functioning and maintenance of the regime, but at the same 
time they were well aware of the incompetency and absurdity of the 
system and thus inclined towards the ‘opposition’. Second, although 
occupants of the ‘grey zone’ lacked the personal courage of the 'dis- 
sidents’ and were ever-fearful that their ‘collaboration’ would be held 
against them, they increasingly became advocates of economic reform 
and human rights. Finally, the battle for the hearts and minds of the 
‘grey zone’ between the regime and the ‘opposition’, a battle which by 
the late 1980s was being won by the latter, became pivotal for the future 
of the country both before and after the collapse of communism. 


The Challenge of ‘Dissidence’ 


In a seminal essay “The Power of the Powerless’, written at the height 
of normalisation in 1978, the playwright turned human rights activist 
Vaclav Havel attempted to dissect the nature of power, conformity and 
dissent under normalisation and in so doing theorised many of the 
attributes of “co-responsibility and the ‘grey zone’ outlined above" 
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Distinguishing between the ‘post-totalitarianism system’ in operation 
since the Prague Spring and the ‘classical dictatorship’ of the Stalinist 
period, he re-examined the contemporary interrelationship between 
state and society and, rather than holding the Soviets or the Husak clique 
solely accountable for the sorry plight of normalised Czechoslovakia, 
Havel penetratingly and disturbingly exposed the involuntary popular 
pillars of the regime. The lines of conflict in post-totalitarianism were 
not drawn according to social class (rulers against ruled), but ran 
through each person, ‘for everyone in his or her own way is both a victim 
and a supporter of the system’. Hence, overt terror was no longer the 
defining feature of the communist state since the methods of repres- 
sion had become internalised, ‘naturalised’ for every citizen. This was 
one of Havel’s cardinal revelations. He asked the seemingly innocuous 
question: why does the humble manager of a Prague fruit and vegetable 
shop display the slogan “Workers of the World, Unite!’ among his onions 
and carrots? Because he genuinely believes in international worker 
solidarity and feels compelled to communicate this enthusiasm to his 
customers? Almost certainly not. The slogan, Havel conjectured, was a 
sign and carried a definite meaning: ‘I, the greengrocer XY, live here 
and know what I must do. I behave in the manner expected of me... 
am beyond reproach...and therefore have the right to be left in peace’. 
Or more prosaically: ‘I am afraid and therefore unquestioningly obedi- 
ent’. The slogan was thus rooted in the greengrocer's vital selfinterests. 
He declared his loyalty by accepting the state-prescribed ritual and the 
pseudo-reality of all-embracing hypocrisy and lies. But in fulfilling this 
role of self-deception, and this was key for Havel, the greengrocer denies 
his own individuality and becomes a player in the political game, rein- 
forcing the state ‘lie’ and thus perpetuating the system. 

This amoral mutual dependency between rulers and ruled, what 
Havel termed ‘the principle of social auto-totality , reflected the com- 
pulsion of the post-totalitarian system to draw everyone into its sphere 
of power, ‘not so they may realize themselves as human beings, but so 
they may surrender their human identity in favour of the identity of 
the system, that is, so they may become agents of the system’s general 
automatism and servants of its self-determined goals’. The alternative to 
this existential degradation and moral corruption, according to Havel, 
was for citizens to ‘live within the truth’ as part of a wider attempt to 
form a measure of civic solidarity. He exhorted his fellow Czechs and 
Slovaks not to acquiesce in communist rituals and lies, to overcome 
their fear and to rediscover their suppressed identities, dignity and 
self-respect. This was possible and necessary, because no one, not even 
communist officials, believed any longer in the mobilising capacities of 
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Marxist-Leninist ideology. Paradoxically, ideology was both omnipo- 
tent and irrelevant. If the people refused to abide by the rules of the 
game — not simply by dramatic gestures like striking, demonstrating 
and rioting, but by everyday actions like speaking openly at a pub- 
lic meeting, organising a private rock or jazz concert, declining to 
mouth meaningless phrases and slogans, practising their religion, 
neglecting to vote in farcical elections — the apparently monolithic 
power structure would be revealed in all its nakedness and feebleness. 
Precisely here was the ‘power of the powerless’, because ‘living in truth’ 
represented the most fundamental threat to a system which depended 
on mass compliance to the ‘lie’. In sum, Havel’s sublime message 
was more moralistic than political, but its prime significance lay in its 
insistence that ‘opposition’ was ‘a way of life accessible to anyone’ not 
just to groups of brave ‘professional dissidents' ^? 

However, at many levels this optimistic scenario remained wish- 
ful thinking. The majority of Czechs and particularly Slovaks were 
left scarcely touched by the often abstract theories and ideals of the 
intellectual oppositionists, or at least were rarely prepared to break 
their stance of 'disengaged collusion' with the system. The onus of 
the struggle therefore did indeed fall on those who were to become 
‘professional dissidents’, even though they baulked at the notion 
of an elitist core potentially divorced from the 'people'. The most 
influential of these various oppositional currents was Charter 77. 
The Charter was a loose association of ideologically highly disparate 
activists, intellectuals, former politicians and those who listed their 
occupation as *worker', ranging from revolutionary Trotskyists and 
reform communists on the left to independent socialists and centrist 
liberal democrats, to Catholic clergy and Protestant thinkers on the 
right. But political labels did not interest them. What did unite them 
was the firm belief that fundamental human and civil rights — freedom 
of expression, freedom from fear, freedom of religious confession, 
the right to education, freedom of association — had to be actively 
and publicly defended and fought for. These and other inalienable 
rights were formally enshrined in the Czechoslovak constitution and 
had been reinforced in the summer of 1975 by the Helsinki Final Act 
signed by all European countries, together with the USA and Canada. 


The Myths and Realities of Charter 77 
The basic principles and goals of the Charter were laid down in 


a short founding Declaration issued on 1 January 1977, which 
was distributed with great difficulty at home and abroad and thus 
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immediately vilified in the official media. Written in a deliberately 
conventional and legalistic style, the document combined a critigue 
of the existing ruling party apparatus for its curtailment of human 
rights and enforcement of a power monopoly with a broad appeal 
for the maintenance of civic rights, defined as the responsibility 
not just of the state authorities but of ‘everyone’. The signatories, 
of whom there were initially a mere 243 rising to around 1,500 by 
the late 1980s, denied that the Charter was a formal organisation or, 
somewhat disingenuously, that it sought to engage in oppositional 
political activity. Indeed, implicitly, it aimed to pursue a dialogue 
with the powers-that-be and to hold them to account for the defence 
of constitutional rights and freedoms. The proclamation concluded 
with the words: ‘We believe that Charter 77 will help to enable all 
citizens of Czechoslovakia to work and live as free human beings’. 
Three spokespeople were named to represent the Charter in any 
future dealings with state bodies: Jan Patočka, an eminent philoso- 
pher, Jiri Hajek, who had been Foreign Minister in 1968, and Havel.” 
Among the other leading Chartists were Mlynář, Vaculík, Kohout, 
Petr Pithart, an ex-journalist and lecturer, and Petr Uhl, a radical 
non-communist leftist and former political prisoner. 

We might well ask: why has Charter 77, basically an inchoate com- 
munity of a few hundred Prague (and Brno) intellectuals, gone 
down in history as the most celebrated opposition movement in 
Czechoslovakia, and possibly the whole of Eastern Europe? What 
did the Chartists actually do, and what was their relevance in the 
dark days of normalisation? One of the Chartists’ prime activities 
was issuing numbered documents in defence of universal rights and 
victimised colleagues, and raising public awareness of a range of 
political, social, economic, cultural and environmental problems. 
They were passionate about the indivisibility of freedom and human 
rights for all and about keeping alive the flame of an independent, 
pluralistic and humanistic Czech culture and academia. Hence, 
they strove to organise a kind of ‘alternative culture’ consisting of 
unofficial private lectures and seminars, literary readings, theatri- 
cal and musical performances, and artistic ‘happenings’. Havel 
and his co-workers also attempted to collaborate with like-minded 
activists in Poland and Hungary, but such ventures were regularly 
disrupted by the police. Importantly, the Chartists brought the plight 
of persecuted Czechoslovak citizens, including ‘ordinary’ workers, 
to the attention of various international bodies and dignitaries, 
and, as quintessentially writers, they laboriously produced samizdat 
(self-published) books, articles, essays and feuilletons which were 
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distributed in small numbers and furtively passed from hand to 
hand. In this manner, their works reached a limited domestic audi- 
ence, although in all likelihood their impact on the majority of the 
population was minimal. 

As part of an emergent oppositional trend in Eastern Europe and 
the USSR, the Chartists caught the imagination of Western journalists 
and politicians as ‘heroic anti-communists' at precisely the moment 
at the end of the 1970s and early 1980s - the years of Reagan's ‘Evil 
Empire’ and the ‘new’ Cold War — when the West needed to invent 
and name a 'dissident movement in the Soviet bloc. For this, the 
Chartists, like the independent 'Solidarity' trade union in Poland, fit- 
ted the bill perfectly regardless of their apolitical, even anti-political, 
inclinations. It did not matter that in many ways the “anti-communist 
label was wide of the mark in that large numbers of these 'dissidents' 
were Marxists, ex-communists or broadly socialist in orientation. 
Hence, one or two ‘celebrities’ - Havel in Czechoslovakia, Lech Walesa 
in Poland — gained almost mythical status as bold ‘freedom fighters’, 
while many no less dedicated critics remained totally unknown in the 
West. The bravery and steadfastness of East European human rights 
activists should never be doubted: they suffered for their beliefs and 
those of us who, mercifully, have never been thrust into their predica- 
ment must display due humility. But they were neither lone heroes 
nor revered prophets consciously and deftly plotting the downfall 
of communism. Like all Czechs and Slovaks, they were forced to 
make messy compromises with the regime, were bedevilled by grave 
vacillations and uncertainties, were never sure of the way ahead and 
struggled to combine the public and private spheres of life. 

The Chartists’ resonance, as H. Gordon Skilling has noted, lies 
more in the slim measure of hope for an alternative better future that 
they offered their compatriots: 


Charter 77 was ‘a challenge to full and active citizenship’, calling 
on others to defend their rights as citizens...It was an act of ‘civic 
courage’, defying the coercive power of the state and accepting 
the penalties for such action. It also confronted the pervasive 
apathy and silence, appealing to people to conquer their despair, 
to entertain hopes and to act on them. It expressed a determina- 
tion not to wait for change to come from above or from outside, 
but to do something now, on one's own, to bring it about...It was 
not a mere expression of discontent by isolated individuals, but 
‘a collective public protest’...[As such] Charter 77...struck at the 
very foundations of real socialism.“! 
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The nigh-on hysterical reaction of the authorities to the publication 
of the Charter is proof of Skilling’s last assertion. The party Presidium 
hastened to categorise it as an 'anti-state, counter-revolutionary docu- 
ment...prepared in collusion with foreign countries' with the aim of 
creating a *bourgeois party'. Rudé právo lambasted the signatories as 
‘failures and usurpers' (ztroskotanci a samosvanci), an ‘anti-Charter’ 
statement was rapidly produced and workers, officials and artists were 
induced to denounce the real one even though no one had read 
it! What is more, the regime's legal experts deemed Charter 77 an 
‘illegal organisation’ that sought to ‘damage the republic’s interests’ 
both at home and abroad. Its members, therefore, could be subject 
to criminal prosecution. This was no idle threat. Leading Chartists 
were routinely followed by the secret police and repeatedly hauled 
in for interrogations, their offspring were denied access to higher 
education, their houses were bugged and searched, they were black- 
mailed, and all visitors, especially foreigners, were monitored. Some 
activists were arrested, charged and sentenced to long prison terms. 
For example, in October 1979 Havel received a six-year term and 
four of his colleagues in VONS (the Committee for the Defence of 
the Unjustly Prosecuted set up in April 1978) were also imprisoned 
for lengthy spells. Neither were the police above overt violence and 
beatings, even against women, or inciting anti-Semitism in a crude 
populist attempt to discredit the Chartists. Yet, interestingly, on occa- 
sion the heavy hand of the state was tempered. Havel and Kohout 
were allowed to keep their well-appointed apartments and country 
abodes. In addition, pensions, disability grants and foreign earnings 
were often permitted to other banned writers and intellectuals, at 
least until the mid-to-late 1970s. Hence, it has been concluded, in line 
with Bugge’s assessment outlined above, that ‘there was...a complex 
dialectic, evolving over time, between the increasing abilities of the 
state to harass opponents...and its fluctuating desire to do so’. 

There is a danger here though. Given the over-exposure of 
the Charter in the West, it has often been overlooked that the 
Czechoslovak oppositional movement comprised diverse ele- 
ments, not simply persecuted Prague writers and defrocked reform 
communists. Indeed, there was no one ‘movement’ or ‘dissident com- 
munity’. Independent clandestine Christian groups were established 
in Slovakia, mobilising relatively large numbers of people, and by 
the mid-to-late 1980s the activism of various student, environmental 
and peace networks was beginning to displace the Chartists’ more 
moralistic and legalistic approach. Crucially, the Chartists did not 
invent ‘dissent’. They learned from, built on and uneasily co-existed 
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with other anti-conformist associations and currents, some of which 
avoided the Charter altogether. The most noteworthy was the musi- 
cal underground which had been active since the early 1970s and 
which was generally more radical and nihilistic than the ‘old-guard’ 
intellectuals. The impact of the experimental band The Plastic 
People of the Universe is legendary. Arrested in a police crack- 
down in March 1976 for ‘disturbing the peace’ and depicted by the 
regime as drug-crazed obscene hooligans, the saxophonist Vratislav 
Brabenec and the group's artistic director and spiritus movens Ivan 
Jirous (alias Magor, or *madman") were put on trial in Prague with 
two other young musicians in September and sentenced to eight 
and eighteen months respectively. The story has it that Havel and 
other oppositionists, galvanised by the authentic creativity of the 
Plastics, their craving for artistic freedom and the state's draconian 
response, packed the courthouse corridors and for the first time 
aged former communist officials-cum-dissidents, young long-haired 
musicians, staid Protestant ministers and Catholic intellectuals, fiery 
anti-establishment underground critics and veteran secular novelists 
who knew little or nothing about rock music all co-mingled and in 
some odd way psychologically bonded. And out of this intoxicating 
brew emerged the idea of founding Charter 77. As Jonathan Bolton 
admirably shows, the process was far more complex than that, but 
undoubtedly the practical dynamism, quixotic ethos and sheer elan 
of the musical underground helped to inspire many dissidents who 
coalesced around the Charter.““ 


The Dilemmas of Dissidence 


Havel's brilliant treatise *The Power of the Powerless' was notable, too, 
because it hinted at the crucial dilemmas of the intellectual dissident 
community throughout the late 1970s and 1980s: what should be its 
relationship to the eponymous greengrocer, that is, the broader pub- 
lic? And how should it disseminate its views and convictions to a wider 
audience? Should it openly oppose the regime, or should it seek some 
form of dialogue with the communist authorities? Should it attempt 
to politicise and institutionalise its activities by forging 'parallel struc- 
tures' to existing official organisations or at least by cooperating with 
sympathisers within those bodies, or should it prioritise moral appeals 
in the hope of inspiring individuals’ self-consciousness and self- 
activation? How to prevent its 'ghettoisation' into an isolated band 
of ‘right-thinking’ and high-minded intellectuals? And at a purely 
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existential human level, how to avoid being wiped out by the secret 
police? Other issues, apparent with the benefit of hindsight, have 
exercised many scholars: given the patriarchal nature of Czechoslovak 
society, what role did women play in the dissident movement? Why 
was the Charter almost exclusively a Czech, even Pragocentric, phe- 
nomenon with scant appeal in Slovakia? How far did the Chartists’ 
critiques of ‘consumer society’ as a potentially damaging attribute of 
Western civilisation cut them off from the ‘inadequate’ and ‘materi- 
alistic' masses? How could meaningful links with oppositionists in the 
rest of Eastern Europe be forged? These painful, and in many ways 
ultimately unresolvable, questions resounded throughout the exist- 
ence of Charter 77 and engendered fairly profound divisions and 
disagreements among its adherents. 

Let us take the example of what might be termed ‘morality’ versus 
‘practice’. One of the first clashes of opinion among the Chartists 
occurred in 1978 following the samizdat publication of an essay 
entitled ‘The Parallel Polis’ by the Catholic philosopher and math- 
ematician, Vaclav Benda. In this influential tract, Benda asserted 
that the apolitical ethical platform hitherto pursued by the Charter 
under Patočka and Havel’s patronage was admirable, but was leading 
nowhere. His more activist politicised solution was basically to ignore 
existing state institutions and form alternative ‘parallel’ social, 
political, economic and cultural structures, which would gradually 
expand the realm of liberty already partially achieved by samizdat 
and the musical underground. He believed that eventually under 
‘constant pressure, the apparatus of the state would little by little give 
up’.© It was not a completely new idea — Jirous had previously talked 
of a ‘second culture’. But despite its rather vague formulations, which 
were subject in turn to criticism by several other Chartists, including 
Havel, Benda’s notion of a ‘parallel polis’ struck a chord both at 
home and throughout East Central Europe largely because it became 
entwined with the resurgence of the concept of ‘civil society’. 

Civil society is a nebulous phenomenon, not easily definable by 
historians, political scientists or sociologists. This is partly because it 
represents inter alia a set of abstract values — tolerance, trust, mutual 
respect and dialogue. In the East European context, civil society 
denoted the emergence of unofficial counter-cultures, such as the 
revival of religious belief, environmental concerns, youth and feminist 
movements, independent theatrical and artistic performances and 
‘happenings’. More specifically, civil society referred to the aggregate 
of precisely those networks, associations and institutions which Benda 
wished to create independently of, and diametrically opposed to, the 
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state. Hence, it became a powerful explanatory tool for many Western 
scholars seeking to understand the rapid collapse of communism 
in the late 1980s. It was widely argued that this unexpected event 
occurred because the brave ‘dissidents’ had created a ‘civil society’, 
which increasingly undermined and paralysed the communist state 
from within.” The proposition is attractive, but often overplayed. 
The reality was that, regardless of the best intentions of the Chartists, 
the selective repression unleashed by Husak’s normalised regime, 
unlike the more restrained stance of the Polish and Hungarian 
authorities, combined with the relative acquiescence of most citizens, 
made it almost impossible for a broadly based independent civil soci- 
ety to develop in Czechoslovakia. 

How best, then, to assess Charter 77 and the dissident movement’s 
legacy? In essence, the Chartists desperately struggled to keep alive 
‘an alternative [vision of society] that was tolerant, open, and com- 
mitted to nonviolent change and spirited debate’ in the face of 
constant police surveillance and harassment and, it must be said, 
a fair degree of popular apathy and estrangement. The Chartists’ 
ultimate achievement, according to one recent expert, was to create 
an aura of ‘moral authority’ which by 1989 permitted them to ‘guide 
the energies of massive crowds of demonstrators, and to shape the 
revolutions as nonviolent debates about the structure of a tolerant, 
liberal democracy’. It has also been persuasively argued that, while 
dissident ideas had limited social impact in the 1980s, “dissident prac- 
tice had a profound influence on civic organization in 1989 by virtue 
of the fact that Civic Forum and Public against Violence [popular 
citizens’ initiatives in the Czech lands and Slovakia respectively] were 
modeled on Charter 77’. There is no need to inflate artificially the 
historic import of the Chartists to recognise that they helped to create 
the conditions for a remarkable civic solidarity and community in the 
heady days of November and December 1989. 

The portrayal of the ‘normalisation’ regime from 1969 to 1989 has 
been almost entirely negative in both Western and post-communist 
Czech and Slovak historiography. The same can be said of popular 
memory, and for good reason. Following the turmoil of the Prague 
Spring and the Warsaw Pact invasion, the new leadership under 
Husak did its best to stifle all critical political, social and cultural 
currents. The KSC was purged of reformists from top to bottom; the 
media was rapidly tamed and harsh censorship reintroduced; those 
independent-minded writers, journalists and academics who refused 
to recant the principles of 1968 were silenced, their works banned; 
potentially rebellious organisations or unions were emasculated and 
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brought under strict party control; committed malcontents and ‘dis- 
sidents' were dealt with by the reinvigorated security services; and by 
the early 1970s any residual mass discontent was effectively bought 
off by a tacit ‘social contract’ between state and populace which 
exchanged ‘socialist consumerism’ for ritualised public expressions 
of political loyalty. ‘Normalised’ life appeared dull, uniform and, 
above all, unchangeable. Most citizens adapted relatively easily to this 
state of affairs, some, perhaps many, benefitted to varying degrees. 
As such, the regime, cocooned by the presence of thousands of 
Soviet troops, boasted of its stability and permanence in an era of 
‘real existing socialism’. But increasingly this myth of normalisation 
became exposed in the 1980s, victim of a plethora of internal and 
external pressures, large and small. These tensions, bordering on cri- 
sis proportions by the end of the decade, culminated in the so-called 
‘Velvet Revolution’ of November-December 1989 which confined the 
communist system to the dustbin of history. 


Chapter 7: 1989 — The Demise 
of Communism 


Over a quarter of a century has passed since the pivotal events of late 
1989 that marked the end of the communist experiment in Eastern 
Europe and, more broadly, of the ‘short twentieth century’.' Even so, 
scholars are still wrestling with many intractable questions that arise 
from the revolutions of 1989: why did the seemingly impregnable 
fortresses of communism disintegrate in a matter of weeks in the 
autumn of that year? With the notable exception of Romania, why was 
this historic transformation achieved so peacefully? To what extent 
were these ‘revolutions’ in the classical sense of the term, or were they 
rather, in Timothy Garton Ash’s famous compound, ‘refolutions’, 
a potent mixture of reform ‘from above’ and revolution ‘from 
below’?? Were internal or external developments the main motor of 
change? What role did ‘the people’ play in the overthrow of commu- 
nism, or, conversely, did the machinations of leading actors account 
for the extraordinary occurrences? How far do political, economic 
or socio-cultural processes explain the demise? More specifically for 
our purposes, why by the late 1980s were growing numbers of Czechs 
and Slovaks beginning to shake off their apathy, fear and sullen 
conformity and participate in public acts of defiance and opposition? 
What was the meaning of the Czechoslovak revolution? Was it 
organised and consciously led? Or was it a spontaneous outpouring 
of popular anger, creativity and community with little or no central 
direction? Or was the collapse of communism largely the result of the 
implosion of the KSC and the inability of the leadership to control its 
subordinates; that is, did the party lose power rather than the people 
win it? To what extent can the events of November and December 
1989 be represented as a ‘multiplicity of revolutions’ — Czech, 
Slovak, regional, urban, rural, youth, intellectual, worker? And, most 
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intriguingly perhaps, what were the varying ideological motivations 
of the revolutionaries? These issues form the hub of my final chapter. 


Why Did Communism Collapse? 


It goes without saying that the sudden and unexpected breakdown 
of an entire political system is a highly complex and multifaceted 
phenomenon with deep-seated structural and shorter-term contin- 
gent origins. Revolutions are the product of interrelated indigenous 
and exogenous crisis conjunctures, the actions (and non-actions) of 
powerful individual agents, the dynamic strivings and moods of whole 
populations and the conscious manipulation of symbols, myths, 
language and images. In Czechoslovakia’s case, and this holds for most 
other East European countries, by the late 1970s and into the 1980s 
four factors were beginning to shatter the illusion of immutability 
and stability of the normalised regime. First, the centrally planned 
economy was showing distinct signs of strain and the standard of 
living was slowly deteriorating, even in comparison with other socialist 
states such as Hungary. Hidden inflation, shortages and poor quality 
of goods, low worker morale and productivity, a lack of material 
incentives, over investment in out-dated uncompetitive industries to 
the detriment of modern technologies, and the burden of huge state 
subsidies for public services and failing enterprises were making it 
increasingly difficult for the government to fulfil its part of the ‘social 
contract’. This in turn engendered social discontent and frustra- 
tion, compounded by the popular image of affluent neighbouring 
capitalist states: why can’t we live like the Viennese? Despite a slight 
improvement in the mid-1980s, nagging and unresolved economic 
problems continued to demand the urgent attention of party bosses. 

Second, as we saw in the previous chapter, the emergence, 
consolidation and diffusion of what the West called the ‘dissident 
movement’ undermined the legitimacy of the Husak regime and kept 
alive the fragile hopes for a more democratic pluralistic alternative. 
Third, by the mid-to-late 1980s the Communist Party was almost 
imperceptibly losing its internal cohesion and sense of unity and 
purpose as creeping tensions began to appear not only among the 
leaders themselves, but also between the central executive in Prague 
and regional officials and rank-and-file members. Cracks were starting 
to appear in the hitherto impenetrable wall of communism, embold- 
ening a society which was gradually shedding its fear and conformity. 
These subtle changes were intimately interwoven with the fourth, and 
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arguably most significant, factor — the ‘Gorbachev phenomenon’. 
From March 1985, the new Soviet leader’s reformist policies of 
perestroika (economic reconstruction) and later glasnost (public ‘open- 
ness’ bordering on free expression), though largely unwelcome for 
most East European communist leaders, could not be totally ignored 
in Prague, Warsaw, Budapest and East Berlin. The distasteful and 
dangerous element for the Czechoslovak normalisers was that many 
of Gorbachev's innovations bore uncanny resemblances to Dubček's 
‘socialism with a human face’ and thus implicitly undermined the 
entire legitimacy of the regime.’ By the autumn of 1989 the ramifica- 
tions of this were truly historic. Before addressing these themes in 
greater detail, I will set the scene by outlining the main developments 
of the crucial years 1988-89. 


1988—89: A Narrative Overview 


By the late 1980s, there were a few tentative signs that change was 
in the offing. In December 1987, Miloš Jakeš replaced Husák as 
First Secretary of the KSČ, although the latter retained the basically 
ceremonial position of President of the Republic. It was hardly a 
promising move — Jakeš's reputation was as a dull-witted hard-line 
‘normaliser’. However, subsequent leading personnel shuffles 
represented a modest nod in the direction of perestroika (přestavba in 
Czech). In December 1988, two despised arch-conservatives, Bil’ak 
and Josef Kempny, were removed from the Presidium and several 
younger officials were promoted, some of whom were more detached 
from Husákite policies and less fearful of change.* Measured přestavba 
reforms were introduced in the economy and indications of inner- 
party tension and conflict began to surface, even in public. Sensing 
a lack of purpose and self-confidence among the party elites and 
increasingly inspired by Gorbachev's glasnost, Czechoslovak society 
gradually became more animated, often spearheaded by student activ- 
ists. In the years 1987-89, numerically small, but diverse oppositional 
groupings began to spring up and citizens showed themselves more 
prepared to mobilise and raise their voice. Cumulative actions — street 
demonstrations, ubiquitous samizdat publications, protest letters and 
petitions, artistic ‘happenings’, unofficial lectures, seminars, musi- 
cal and theatrical performances — served to test the limits of the 
leadership's tolerance and commitment to Soviet-style perestroika. 
The youthful members of the loose organisations who arranged 
these ‘events’ were rarely explicitly political or overtly confrontational, 
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but they were deemed so by the authorities and hence often became 
radicalised and more prone to direct action than their ‘dissident’ 
elders, most of whom remained wedded to ‘traditional’ forms of 
dialogue and the power of the word. As Padraic Kenney has sug- 
gested, ‘peace, ecology, conscientious objection, human rights, and 
self-government’ - to which we might add religious engagement and 
women’s rights activism — ‘were all part of a shared opposition to 
the regime'.* Thus, a plethora of societies such as the Czechoslovak 
Helsinki Committee, the Democratic Initiative, the Movement for 
Civil Freedom, the Society of T. G. Masaryk, the Czech Children, the 
Independent Peace Association, the John Lennon Peace Club, the 
Society of Friends of the USA, the autonomous student body STUHA 
and the playfully titled Society for a Merrier Present, were founded, 
several of which mocked the communists as much as critiqued 
their policies.® 

Ecological concerns, pollution and poor air quality, greatly exac- 
erbated by the Chernobyl nuclear disaster in Ukraine in April 1986, 
became sources of genuine public disaffection, and not just among 
‘dissidents’ and restless youth. Increasingly, ‘ordinary’ citizens — often 
mothers of young children — petitioned local authorities to improve 
the environmental quality of life as the industrial ‘gigantomania’ 
so beloved of communist planners impelled people to challenge 
the regime stoically and to stand up for their rights. Green issues 
were promoted by groups like Brontosaurus, the Slovak Union of 
the Protectors of Nature and the Land and, most aggressively, by 
‘Bratislava Aloud’ (Bratislava/nahlas), a document described by one 
scholar as ‘perhaps the most comprehensive condemnation of devel- 
oped socialism published anywhere in Central Europe'." In Slovakia 
and southern Moravia, there was a marked resurgence of religious 
activity with some Catholic pilgrimages attracting tens of thousands of 
participants of all ages. Embryonic ethnic issues were being raised; for 
example, a network representing the interests of the Magyar minority 
in Slovakia was formed. Ex-reform communists founded Rebirth — the 
Club of Socialist Reconstruction (Obroda), which, precisely because it 
was supportive of Gorbachev’s liberalising policies, aroused anxiety in 
official circles. Even the Socialist and People’s Parties, hitherto quies- 
cent collaborators with the communists, were beginning to show real 
signs of independent activity. 

The very existence and proliferation of these unauthorised and 
informal associations, though as yet involving a small minority of 
the population, often operating in isolation from each other and 
lacking any clear leadership or common programme, is important 
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for at least three reasons. First, intellectuals around Charter 77 
were no longer the prime organisers of such initiatives. Rather, it 
was students, young people, even blue-collar workers with no previ- 
ous connections to the opposition movement who were participat- 
ing in, and shaping, independent actions, suggesting that ‘the gap 
between the activities of the dissidents and the concerns of ordinary 
citizens was narrowing’.* The students at the forefront of the dem- 
onstrations of 1988-89 had no personal knowledge of Stalinism or 
of the traumatic experiences of 1968-69. They had matured under 
normalisation and, to a certain extent buoyed by Gorbachev's pere- 
stroika, were not as fearful and intimidated as their elders. For them, 
‘communism was no longer an obstacle so much as an irrelevance".“ 
Crucially, they were more optimistic about the prospects for change 
than their disillusioned and dispirited parents and grandparents. 
Second, new forms of electronic media — PCs and, above all, videos — 
were beginning to challenge the regime's monopoly of control over 
communication and information. This was particularly evident at the 
time of the 17 November 1989 events, when home-made videos of 
the police violence against peaceful students proved vital in galvanis- 
ing public support. Already in 1988, the government had stopped 
jamming Radio Free Europe and other Western radio and television 
stations and even the widely available Soviet news media, enlivened 
by the commitment to glasnost, were more informative than their 
Czechoslovak counterparts. Only by late November 1989 was there 
more accurate and objective reporting by domestic journalists and 
broadcasters. Finally, the gradual accretion of oppositional mobilisa- 
tion indicated that the party leadership, effectively straitjacketed by 
Moscow's reformist agenda, was 'helpless to counteract the grow- 
ing popularity of dissident groupings, underground activities and 
religious life’.!° 

This inability to stifle popular activism was also displayed by 
an unprecedented series of unofficial public demonstrations. On 
2] August 1988, the occasion of the twentieth anniversary of the 
Warsaw Pact invasion, on 28 October, Czechoslovak Independence 
Day, and on 10 December, the fortieth anniversary of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, many thousands, mainly students 
and young people, took to the streets to protest against the incum- 
bent regime. The pressure was stepped up in January 1989, when 
students and other activists organised a so-called ‘Palach Week’ to 
commemorate the selfimmolation of Jan Palach in January 1969. 
The disproportionate police response, including the use of tear 
gas and water cannon against peaceful protestors and even curious 
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bystanders, aroused widespread public indignation and did much to 
discredit the authorities, as did the arrest and sentencing of Havel 
and other leading Chartists. Petitions and open letters demanding 
their release were signed by over 3,000 people, culminating in June 
1989 with the circulation of ‘Several Sentences’ (Několik vět). This 
was a short declaration, endorsed by 40,000 citizen-signatories, which 
inter alia appealed to the government to free all political prisoners, 
restore fundamental civil and human rights and permit a public 
discussion of the 1950s, the Prague Spring and normalisation." 
It was in this tense atmosphere, heightened by dramatic develop- 
ments in Hungary, Poland and the GDR, not least the exodus of 
thousands of East Germans to Prague and the dismantling of the 
Berlin Wall, that the decisive events of 17 November 1989 took place 
in Czechoslovakia. 

On that day, students from several faculties of Charles University 
had organised an officially approved march through the city 
marking the fiftieth anniversary of the death of Jan Opletal, a 
student-hero shot by the Nazis. A massive and unprecedented 
50,000 to 55,000 protestors took part, many bearing banners such 
as ‘Democracy and Law’, ‘Genuine Perestroika’, ‘Free Elections’ 
and ‘We Don’t Want Violence’. As the procession reached National 
Avenue (Národní třída), a rump of around 5,000 students crying “We 
Have Empty Hands’ were severely and indiscriminately beaten by 
a phalanx of 1,500 special riot police causing nigh-on 600 casual- 
ties.? This unprovoked violent assault on flower-carrying law-abiding 
youths proved to be the death-knell for the old regime. Disgusted by 
the fact that the police had ‘laid hands on our children’ (sáhly nám 
na děti), in the days that followed hundreds of thousands of citizens 
took to the streets, more or less occupied the huge Wenceslas Square 
in central Prague and roared their acclamation as Havel, Dubček 
and other long-silenced dissentients addressed the crowds. These 
mass demonstrations were almost entirely peaceful, which became 
a defining characteristic of what was soon to be called the ‘Velvet 
Revolution’. Above all, there was a real sense of solidarity, emotion 
and, it must be said, of freedom as millions of disbelieving and 
euphoric Czechs and Slovaks suddenly realised that the repressive 
leviathan was losing its will to fight back. It was indeed a heady and 
intoxicating brew. 

Within two days of the student march, Chartists and other diverse 
oppositionists created Civic Forum (Občanské forum — OF) as an 
umbrella body to orchestrate the popular movement and negotiate 
with the collapsing, but tenacious, communist authorities. As such, the 
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Coordinating Centre of OF fairly swiftly transformed itself into a kind 
of shadow cabinet and Havel, somewhat reluctantly, found himself 
a political figurehead and ‘leader’ of a fast emerging revolution. In 
the absence of objective media reporting, students travelled widely to 
outlying towns and villages to spread the word of what was happening 
in the capital. After several days of fraught talks, fierce disagree- 
ments over the composition of a new cabinet and a two-hour general 
strike on 27 November, a ‘Government of National Understanding’ 
was sworn in on 10 December by President Husak, who thereafter 
immediately resigned to be replaced by Havel later in the month. 
Dubček was elected Chair of the Federal Assembly.'* It is essential to 
recognise, however, that while the world focused on the unfolding 
drama in Prague, largely spontaneous local and regional revolutions 
were occurring throughout the republic, notably in Bratislava where 
on 19 November Slovak activists and students created Public Against 
Violence (Verejnost’ proti násiliu — VPN), the Slovak equivalent of Civic 
Forum." Faced with this systemic crisis of legitimacy, the turmoil in 
neighbouring socialist states and Gorbachev’s continued insistence 
on Soviet non-intervention, the 41-year-old Czechoslovak commu- 
nist regime capitulated with startling rapidity in the space of two or 
three weeks. 


Implosion of the Party 


This cataclysmic and totally unforeseen development was greatly 
facilitated by creeping fissures in the communist edifice. The insist- 
ence on ‘monolithic’ party unity did much to paper over these 
breaches and even today it is difficult to adduce conclusive evidence 
of overt divisions among elite cadres. But hints there were. It is often 
argued that the Prime Minister, Strougal, represented a nascent and 
cautious ‘Gorbachevite’ reformist wing in the KSC executive until 
his forced resignation in late 1988, and that the party was rent along 
neo-moderate, conservative and arch-normaliser lines. There can be 
no doubt, however, that Gorbachev’s policies utterly disoriented the 
Czechoslovak leaders, exposing to one and all their incompetence, 
impotence, lack of direction, endemic corruption and fear of change 
that paralysed the party as a whole. No one epitomised these deficien- 
cies more than the new KSC boss, Jakeš, who was universally ridiculed 
for his inarticulate ungrammatical ramblings.” At the same time, he 
and other party elders remained confident that they could see off the 
internal opposition, a classic case of under-estimating the enemy.'® 
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Because virtually every comrade could agree that glasnostinspired 
critical debate about the past, present and future was taboo, the 
main bone of contention throughout the party was prestavba, or 
economic reconstruction, which was formally launched by the party 
in March 1986. By the spring and autumn of 1987 limited legisla- 
tion had been ratified designed to encourage greater efficiency 
and a measured de-centralisation of the strictly centralised planned 
economy, but many experts, such as Valtr Komarek, and enterprise 
managers wished to go further. In general, however, the economic 
initiatives were tardy and inadequate, the prime reason being that 
the KSC elites were deeply concerned that the untouchable Leninist 
shibboleth — ‘the leading role of the party’ — would be definitively 
undermined if decentralisation was pursued to its logical conclu- 
sion. Nevertheless, as Michal Pullmann has convincingly argued, 
the new language of perestroika/prestavba and economic liberalisation 
imported from Moscow seriously undermined the ideological unity of 
the party and debilitated the fragile social consensus of late socialism. 
For Pullmann, perestroika ‘did not cause the collapse of state socialism 
in Czechoslovakia’, but by uncovering the hollowness of the normal- 
ised regime’s claims to ‘boost stability, general order, or well-being’, 
it threatened the party apparatchiks’ authority and presaged a crisis 
of official discourse and ideology. Pullmann’s interpretation of the 
revolution thus emphasises the internal implosion of the communist 
regime, privileges the role of ‘alternative elites’ in the ‘grey zone’ and 
murky semi-official strata, and attenuates what he calls the ‘minimal’ 
impact of the dissidents.” 

The most recent research on the Communist Party in the late 
normalisation period has built on Pullmann’s path-breaking work by 
focusing on the deleterious effects of přestavba on the broader rela- 
tionship between the party leadership, regional and local organisa- 
tions and society as a whole. David Green has argued that historians 
have underestimated the scope and impact of přestavba and its sister 
initiative demokratizace (democratisation) on the party at all levels — 
and on the revolution itself. Green’s essential argument is that in the 
years 1988-89: 


although the KSC did not advocate change through popular 
protest, its policies of prestavba...and demokratizace...inspired and 
encouraged others...to do so. During the revolution, the tensions 
which prestavba stoked among the Communist Party leadership, its 
functionaries and membership led to the Party’s loss of its ‘leading 
role’ in society. 
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Crucially, in the tense and confusing situation of November and 
December 1989, when the KSČ executive was roundly condemned 
for its vacillation, lack of viston and inability to issue concrete infor- 
mation and directives, the bulk of the party membership repudiated 
the leadership's severely restricted conception of reform. This 
withdrawal of support ‘resulted in the Presidium quickly losing 
authority [which]...ultimately led to the wholesale rejection, by 
a majority in the Czechoslovak Communist Party, of the former 
Presidium, přestavba, and much of what the Party had stood for 
in the late 1980s’. This in turn ‘enabled the revolution to pro- 
ceed smoothly and seemingly unopposed, leading to notions of a 
“Velvet” revolution'.!? 

Green also demonstrates how the process of reform permitted 
subterranean divisions and fragmentations at the sub-elite level 
among official bodies, such as the Socialist Union of Youth, which 
effectively gave institutional cover to ‘alternative’ forums like the 
independent student associations, peace groupings and ecologi- 
cal initiatives.” To the extent that lower-ranking party and state 
functionaries, ‘official’ professionals and cultural and academic 
figures in the ‘grey zone’ and grassroots party members belonged 
to urban social strata and came into contact with ‘public opinion’, 
they may have shared, or at least sympathised with, certain aspects 
of popular cultural and ideological trends. Indeed, according to 
James Krapfl, ‘opinion leaders’ in 1989 ‘were frequently members 
of the “grey zone”’, some of whom were communists.” Hence, 
the great divide between rulers and ruled, between the power 
brokers and the powerless, was arguably not quite so stark in 
Czechoslovakia (and elsewhere in Eastern Europe) as is generally 
believed. As such, this degree of interaction between the middle 
and lower layers of the ‘party-state’ apparatus and an embryonic 
‘civil society’ helps us to understand the revolutions of 1989 in that 
the internal cohesion, unity and sense of purpose of the communist 
authorities had been eroded by long-term association with alterna- 
tive discourses and value systems. In short, communist parties were 
far from monolithic entities and were vulnerable to change from 
within and without. By late 1989 there were even indications that 
the security forces, the coercive backbone of the communist state, 
were becoming resigned and dispirited, unsure of how to react to 
largely peaceful crowds.“! If the regime was not exactly crumbling 
from within, the vacillation, indecision and perception of drift 
were palpable to ever-growing numbers of people. Citizens were 
beginning to lose their fear. 
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The ‘Gorbachev Phenomenon’ in Eastern Europe 


There is almost universal consensus that while internal factors 
partially account for the transformations in Eastern Europe in the 
second half of the 1980s, Gorbachev’s reformist policies in the USSR 
were absolutely crucial. Debate still rumbles on, however, about the 
precise nature of his role in the demise of East European commu- 
nism. Perspectives differ depending on methodological approach. 
If the emphasis is on high-level political, diplomatic and military 
decision-making, then the Soviet leader occupies a central, even 
determining, space. If, however, the focus shifts to social movements 
and mass participation ‘from below’ in the overthrow of communism, 
Gorbachev’s input becomes more opaque and ambiguous, though 
hardly invisible as shown by his often rapturous receptions during 
state visits (he toured Czechoslovakia in April 1987). He was rarely 
a radical reformer, at least before 1988-89, did not consciously seek 
to undermine incumbent conservative rulers and stuck, almost to 
a fault, to his principled stance of non-interference in the internal 
affairs of East European countries. That said, no scholar can seriously 
doubt Gorbachev’s decisive agency on developments in the period 
1985-90. Nowhere was Gorbachev’s centrality more graphically 
illustrated than in his rejection of the “Brezhnev Doctrine’, a rejection 
which unravelled over time from an implied distaste for Soviet mili- 
tary intervention to uphold shaky communist regimes to a far more 
explicit repudiation of that possibility in the last 12 months before 
the autumn of 1989.” By then the days of armed Soviet ‘fraternal 
assistance' were over, and hence the invasion of August 1968 was, 
tacitly at least, repudiated. 

It is hard to summarise Gorbachev's evolving policies towards his 
East European allies, not least because they tended to be confused, 
improvised, contradictory and hesitant, regularly subordinated and 
subject to more pressing concerns both at home and abroad. Neither 
should it be forgotten that he was faced with an unenviable dilemma: 
how to initiate meaningful reform in Eastern Europe without desta- 
bilising the entire region? But one thing is certain: he had absolutely 
no intention of provoking the precipitous and definitive collapse 
of socialism and of the Soviet bloc, hitherto regarded by successive 
Kremlin leaders as the historic and inviolable product of the Red 
Army's victory in World War II. To this extent, the revolutions of 
1989 were very much unpremeditated and unforeseen outcomes. 
The General Secretary's broad goal was to 'turn "little Brezhnevs" in 
Eastern Europe into “little Gorbachevs”’.* That is, he sought, albeit 
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gradually and vicariously, to extend his domestic policies of perestroika 
and glasnost to his erstwhile ‘friends’ in the Soviet bloc. In the end, 
he was out-manoeuvred and out-paced by millions of citizens who had 
essentially discarded ‘reform socialism’. 


A Multiplicity of Revolutions? 


It would be misleading, however, to construe the revolutionary 
moment of 1989 as a single united ‘people’ pitted against a single 
despised ‘enemy’. As Krapfl prudently reminds us, ‘Czechoslovakia 
in 1989 consisted simultaneously of one nation and two, of one com- 
munity and many, and an accurate investigation of the policies and 
culture of the revolution must acknowledge this sometimes tense, 
often complicated, but always concurrent unity and multiplicity’. 
The events and meanings of 1989 were not infrequently interpreted 
differently by Czechs and Slovaks, and differently again by the Slovak 
Magyar minority. The experience of Prague, Bratislava, Brno and 
other big cities was ‘more exceptional than emblematic’ and bore 
little relation to developments in rural communities. How was 
the revolution understood by diverse social classes and sub-classes: 
intellectual ‘dissidents’, students, industrial workers, farmers? Was it 
simply an anti-communist uprising in the name of liberal democracy 
and market freedoms? What motivated a heterogeneous population 
to go out on the streets in massive numbers? What united them, if 
anything? Did Czech and Slovak women put forward any gender- 
related demands? What were the variable responses of local and 
regional authorities to the mass actions of November and December 
1989? And given that there is evidence that life did not change that 
much in smaller towns and villages after 1989, we might even ask to 
what extent a ‘revolution’ actually occurred.” In these important 
ways, it can be persuasively argued that there was more than one 
‘Velvet Revolution’. I will take two prime examples: the specificities 
of the Slovak revolution and the multiple, sometimes competing, 
ideological motivations of the ‘people-revolutionaries’. 


The Slovak Revolution 


Given that one of the most significant outcomes of the revolution 
was the so-called 'Velvet Divorce' of 1992-93 and the creation of 
independent Czech and Slovak republics, it would appear logical 
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to conclude that ethnically based nationalism lay at the core of 
Slovak concerns in 1989. But this would be largely inaccurate. For, 
regardless of the mutually reinforcing recriminations, mistrust and 
misperceptions that have sullied Czech-Slovak relations throughout 
the twentieth century, the notion of Slovak separatism was weak in the 
revolutionary euphoria of November and December 1989. According 
to Krapfl: 


the revolution of 1989 was first and foremost the genesis of trans- 
cendent solidarity. The emergence of a new sense of community 
was chronologically primary in the experiences of revolutionary 
protagonists, and initially terms such as nation and people were used 
to describe the community without thinking too carefully about 
their implications.” 


Surprisingly, in the early days and weeks of the revolution many 
Slovaks, especially in central and eastern parts, chose to establish 
autonomous branches of the Czech Civic Forum (OF) rather than 
affiliate to the firmly Bratislava-based Public Against Violence (VPN). 
Outside of the Slovak capital there was a good deal of local and 
regional cooperation in Slovakia between OF and VPN associations. 
At this stage, Prague and Bratislava had little direct input into what 
were overwhelmingly spontaneous and localised citizens’ initiatives. 
Important implications of the initial coexistence of influential OF 
and VPN branches in Slovakia are that the eventual bifurcation of the 
civic movement along ‘national’ lines was not inevitable, that internal 
federation and ‘an integrated symbiosis was possible’, and that asser- 
tive nationally inclined impulses in Slovakia were not immediately 
paramount. Indeed, the word ‘nation’ was as yet invariably used in 
the singular by both Czech and Slovak representatives. Nevertheless, 
the VPN leadership in Bratislava sought ‘a thoroughly democratic 
federation of Czechs and Slovaks and legal arrangements guarantee- 
ing the rights and standing of nationalities according to the principle 
of full and real equality’. 

The dizzying, largely uncontrollable, events on the ground in the 
first weeks of the revolution were gradually institutionalised and sys- 
tematised by a complex process of ‘empire-building’ in which com- 
peting towns, localities, regions and eventually the ‘centre’ — Prague 
and Bratislava — struggled to stamp their authority on developments. 
Out of this hectic amalgam of local and regional patriotisms came 
the first signs of an ethnic, as opposed to civic, understanding of 
nationhood. In Slovakia’s case, this emerged from the desire of the 
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VPN Coordinating Committee in Bratislava ‘to speak on behalf of the 
entire Slovak public and to maintain independence vis-a-vis OF in 
Prague’. It also had something to do with the interventions of various 
Slovak émigrés, the more extreme of whom warned of a ‘Prague- 
engineered genocide of Slovaks’ and called for outright independ- 
ence by 10 January 1990. Though these 'crackpots' were scorned by 
VPN activists and Bratislava students, they did have growing influence 
in parts of north and central Slovakia. For example, the first appeal to 
put an end to the joint Czechoslovak state originated in the northern 
Slovak town of Dolny Kubín on 12 December. It nonetheless fell on 
deaf ears as throughout November, December and well into January 
'expressions of Czechoslovak identity remained much more the 
norm in Slovakia than any emphasis on an exclusively Slovak commu- 
nity'. Even the legacy of Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk, whose concept of 
*Czechoslovakism' had alienated many Slovaks in the interwar period, 
was to a certain extent reappropriated at this time. 

The catalyst that changed this essentially inclusive and unitary 
sense of nationhood both in the Czechs lands and Slovakia was the 
so-called ‘hyphen debate’ that reverberated through the republic 
from late January 1990. It was sparked by President Havel’s ostensibly 
consensual motion to remove the word ‘socialist’ from the official 
name of the state. Not content with this formulation, several Slovak 
communist delegates in the Federal Assembly proposed hyphenating 
the title, a counter-demand that ‘riveted public attention on the 
national question’ for the next three months. It was a highly conten- 
tious stratagem laden with divisive historical associations, particularly 
for Czechs — 'Czecho-Slovakia' had been used during the short-lived 
Second Republic after the Munich ‘tragedy’. For most Slovaks, 
however, it was simply a matter of equality and Slovak visibility. The 
eventual compromise was the somewhat cumbersome ‘Czech and 
Slovak Federative Republic’. The unpalatable outcome of the hyphen 
war was an increasingly strident and radicalised nationalist discourse 
on all sides, typified by the creation of extremist groupings such as the 
Club for the Defence of the Czech Nation and the National Council 
for the Liberation of Slovakia. Even in Moravia, regionalist demands 
and anti-Prague sentiment became fairly widespread. The well-known 
denouement, largely the work of two ambitious nationalist-populist 
politicians Václav Klaus and Vladimir Mečiar, was the division of the 
unitary state into the Czech and Slovak republics on 1 January 1993. 
It was a formal split that had relatively few active adherents among the 
respective peoples, but was graphic testimony to mutual indifference 
and a distinct lack of commitment to continued coexistence. 
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Meanings of the Revolution 


Even as the revolutionary upheavals in Eastern Europe were in 
motion, Western analysts and reporters had arrived at two funda- 
mental assumptions about the meaning of the events, both of which 
deserve careful consideration. The first was that the communist 
regimes were doomed to collapse and the ‘revolutionaries’ would 
inevitably ‘win’ the contest for power. The second, and more 
controversial, commonplace was that the mobilised citizenry was 
firmly united in its desire for a parliamentary democracy based on 
a capitalist market. Famously, before the year was out the American 
scholar Francis Fukuyama presumptuously trumpeted “The End of 
History’ and the universalisation of Western liberal democracy as the 
final form of human government.” It was not long before President 
George Bush Snr and Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher were being 
hailed for definitively ‘winning’ the Cold War and defeating Soviet 
‘totalitarianism’ once and for all. In reality, the ideological influences 
and strivings of Czech and Slovak citizens in late 1989 were multiple, 
complex and fluid, and emerged as much from immediate revolution- 
ary experience as from paradigmatic pre-revolutionary discourses. 
As Carol Skalnik Leff has argued, the ‘aura of inevitability’ of the 
demise of Czechoslovak communism appears far more obvious with 
the benefit of hindsight than it did at the time.” It is true that soon 
after coming to power Gorbachev let it be known to his East European 
allies that the Red Army would no longer automatically bail out frag- 
ile unpopular governments. But this did not mean that those same 
‘dinosaurs’ — Husák, Honecker, Ceausescu — would not be tempted 
by the Tiananmen ‘solution’ of June 1989, when the Chinese mili- 
tary viciously, and successfully, crushed the student pro-democracy 
campaign in Beijing. In the event, only the Romanian dictator fol- 
lowed this violent path, but the Czechoslovak army was placed on 
alert and on 22 November 4,000 armed members of the People’s 
Militia were stationed in Prague. Aside from the possibility of armed 
suppression, there was no guarantee for the students and dissidents 
who led the revolution that the ‘masses’ would support them. Popular 
attitudes in the 1980s towards the Chartists, for example, were hardly 
positive and no-one knew whether industrial and white-collar workers 
would be shaken out of their apathy and conformity to add crucial 
weight to an ‘intellectual’ revolution. Hence, the students, actors and 
other ‘educated’ revolutionaries who initiated the mass actions in the 
early days after 17 November faced a palpable double danger: they 
could be violently dispersed by the coercive might of the state and 
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left isolated and vulnerable by a resigned public. As a Brno theatre 
director candidly said: ‘the inescapable fact is that every one of us will 
have to decide for himself. Take a risk and believe that everything will 
work out, and if it doesn't, then reconcile yourself to the fact that you 
are in for iť.?? The last five words are instructive: if the ‘revolution’ 
failed, the participants would be punished by a resurgent communist 
regime. This, after all, was the not-so-distant lesson of normalisation 
after 1969. 

One of the most unexpected, and revealing, recent discoveries 
about the ideological underpinnings of the ‘Velvet Revolution’, 
and one that has been overlooked by most scholars, is that many 
citizens from a variety of social backgrounds retained broadly social- 
ist values and ideals and were not simply motivated by the lure of 
capitalist liberal democracy, not least because very few had any clear 
notion of ‘capitalism’. It is also true that socialism was the subject 
of fierce contestation, popular understandings of it were often 
vague and it enjoyed far from universal support, notably in the 
main urban centres. But as Krapfl succinctly argues: “Czechs and 
Slovaks did not reject the Communist regime because it was socialist 
but because it was unresponsively bureaucratic and “inhumane”. 
Indeed, the archives are replete with ‘appraisals of socialism that were 
overwhelmingly positive, calling for its preservation and renewal, not 
its dismantling'.? Public opinion surveys from 23-24 November and 
9-12 December 1989 indicate that 45 and 41 per cent of respondents 
respectively maintained that (Czechoslovakia should follow a socialist 
path’, while a mere 3 per cent favoured ‘a capitalist path’. In addi- 
tion, 47 and 52 per cent sought ‘something in-between’, presum- 
ably a kind of ‘third way’. Moreover, 73 per cent disagreed with the 
re-privatisation of industry and 83 per cent with the privatisation of 
collectivised agriculture.*! Other longer-term surveys are less uneguiv- 
ocal, admittedly, and almost 80 per cent rejected the leading role of 
the KSČ, but if the November-December sample of over 1,800 people 
is to be believed, a majority of Czechs and Slovaks supported a leftist 
form of governance.” 

Other evidence backs up this claim. Many posters and slogans 
harked back to ‘socialism with a human face’, Bratislava students 
maintaining that ‘the historical foundation for the solution of our 
problems is to resume in a positive way the process of reconstruction... 
which our society began to undertake in the 1960s'.** Students in 
Olomouc and Banska Bystrica likewise adopted pro-socialist stances, 
as did Bratislava railway workers. Others sought a ‘renewal’ of social- 
ism, collective farmers in eastern Slovakia calling ‘for a new, modern 
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face of socialism’. Furthermore, ‘many Czechs and Slovaks in 1989 
drew as much inspiration from the contemporary Soviet example as 
they did from their own past’, and, paradoxically, the language and 
methods of Marxism, ubiquitously propagandised by the state, ‘to a 
significant extent...made it possible to “think” the revolution’. Civic 
Forum and Public Against Violence spokespeople had to tread care- 
fully when broaching the prospect of jettisoning socialism for fear 
of popular criticism. Hence, one VPN representative insisted in a 
television debate that ‘the dispute in our society today is not for or 
against socialism, but about the form of socialism...Socialism is after 
all not the heritage of [party] functionaries...[it] is the heritage of 
the citizens of this country’. Even Havel in his early revolutionary 
orations did not feel able to dismiss the entire 40 years of communist 
misrule, referring only to the last ‘twenty years of silence’. As Krapfl 
suggests, this implied that ‘1968 could serve as a starting point for a 
new departure’. 

For many working people, socialist ideals were intimately inter- 
woven with a thorough democratisation of enterprises, collective 
farms and trade union structures. This primarily involved removing 
or recalling figures of authority who had lost the employees’ confi- 
dence. By March 1990, almost one-fifth of company directors and 
many managers had been replaced largely because they were viewed 
by their workforces either as incompetent or as political appointees, 
or both. In the unions, hitherto totally subordinate to the KSČ, the 
main complaint was that party-appointed functionaries did not prop- 
erly defend their members’ interests. Thus, soon after 17 November 
the first free democratic elections were held and new grassroots strike 
committees and coordinating centres began to spring up at the local 
and regional levels. The pace of change was extraordinary and within 
four months, despite resistance by incumbent hierarchies, 95 per cent 
of union organisations had been either completely or partially recon- 
structed from below. In the universities too, student activists played 
a leading role not only in enforcing staff dismissals in faculties and 
departments, but also in winning far-reaching representation on 
governing bodies and in pushing through important policy innova- 
tions. For example, a ban was initiated on the detested, but compul- 
sory Marxism-Leninism courses and male students were exempted 
from weekly military training. Municipal administration was likewise 
democratised with many communist officials resigning, voluntarily or 
involuntarily, though it is noteworthy that in the early days of the revo- 
lution communist-era institutions such as the National Committees, 
initially established in 1945, were broadly recognised and accepted.** 
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My emphasis on a putative ‘socialist spirit? of 1989 is not to 
contend, of course, that it represented the driving force of the 
revolution. Far from it. In his exhaustive study, Krapfl has vividly and 
conclusively shown that the principal ‘ideals of November’ emerging 
from what he calls the ‘collective effervescence’ of the street protests 
were non-violence, self-organisation, freedom, democracy, fairness 
and, above all, ‘humanness’.” Non-violence was a conscious goal 
of the revolutionaries counterpoised against the violence that was 
widely seen as inherent in the communist system. It was deemed ‘a 
way of life’, not just a political programme and aspiration, and was 
epitomised in the very name of the Slovak civic movement, Public 
Against Violence. Students in particular did their best to prevent any 
form of violence by the populace, which also had the practical aim 
of forestalling any state backlash. ‘Self-organisation’, perceived as the 
opposite of excessive management and bureaucracy, was evident in 
the first public demonstrations after 17 November, the majority of 
which took place spontaneously. Hundreds of thousands of people 
simply showed up to express their pent-up anger at a regime that was 
almost universally regarded as callous, incompetent and out-dated. 
The fundamental principle of ‘freedom’ was taken for granted, but 
rarely explicitly defined, or even voiced. ‘Democracy’ was closely 
equated with the ubiquitous demand for free elections, and with plu- 
ralism and dialogue. Elections to strike committees in late November 
and involvement in the General Strike were formative for ‘citizens 
[who] grew accustomed to participating directly in the government 
of their affairs’. This right for citizens to be consulted, to voice their 
opinion, was applicable to everyone without exception.? This was 
the basic meaning of democracy in 1989: no longer should decisions 
be made ‘about us without us’. The desire for ‘fairness’ reflected 
the embedded value of social levelling and the wholesale distaste, 
often manifest in humorous ditties and sayings, of the ‘comrades’ 
hypocritical and ill-gotten perks and privileges: ‘Long live the Central 
Committee! But with laborers’ pensions! 

According to Krapfl, however, the revolution of 1989 is 
‘incomprehensible’ without an appreciation of the ‘central ideal’ of 
‘humanness’ (lidskost/l’udskost’)), or humanity (humanita), ‘to which 
all others were logically subordinate...The desired new society was 
to be a society for people, not for parties, machines, systems, or 
bureaucracies’. The ‘Velvet Revolution’, like other East European 
transformations in 1989, was thus historically unique in placing ‘the 
sanctity of the human being’ above that of ideologies and political 
practices.” That the fine principles of ‘the dignity of human life’ and 
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popular unity inevitably dissipated into internecine political struggles 
in postcommunist Czechoslovakia, as elsewhere, does not detract 
from the transcendent ideals that galvanised hundreds of thousands 
of people in the autumn of 1989. 

In summary, we are left with the notion that the moral bankruptcy 
of communism was the prime cause of popular alienation from the 
Czechoslovak regime and the main reason for its desperate lack of 
political legitimacy. At this level, the revolution was epitomised by 
the search for human dignity, public ethics and at bottom ‘freedom’ 
and ‘truth’, nebulous, contentious, but universal and transcendent 
values that temporarily united the ‘nation’. Economic and material 
concerns were undoubtedly evident, but in my estimation were 
far from decisive. Indeed, such issues as shortages, price rises and 
poor quality consumer goods tell us little about the timing of the 
revolution — Czechs and Slovaks had suffered these multiple frustra- 
tions for decades and the economic situation was probably slightly 
better in the late 1980s than the earlier part of the decade. Social class 
may be relevant here; that is, blue-collar workers may have been more 
agitated by low living standards and the hope for improvement than 
idealistic students and intellectuals, but with the important proviso 
that many workers and collective farmers echoed the ethical strivings 
of their ‘middle class’ co-revolutionaries. 

The question of the timing of the ‘Velvet Revolution’ is best 
explained by contemporaneous developments in neighbouring 
socialist states, particularly the symbolic breach in the Iron Curtain 
on the Austro-Hungarian border, the election of a non-communist 
Prime Minister in Poland and the tearing down of the Berlin Wall 
and accompanying mass demonstrations in the GDR. Clearly, there 
can be no monocausal explanation for revolutionary situations and 
state crises, but in the case of the 1989 revolutions it was ultimately 
the changing moral and political climate, combined with a cotermi- 
nous debilitating implosion of the Communist Party, that destroyed 
communism in Czechoslovakia and Eastern Europe as a whole. 


Chapter 6: Conclusion — Into the 
Dustbin of History? 


Post-communist parliamentarians in the newly formed Czech Republic 
were unequivocal about their immediate past and the calamitous 
legacy of communism: 


The Communist Party of Czechoslovakia, its leaders and its 
members, are responsible for the ways our land was governed in 
the years 1948-1989 and in particular for the systematic destruc- 
tion of the traditional values of European civilization, for the 
conscious violation of human rights and freedoms, for the moral 
and economic decline accompanied by judicial crimes and terror 
against dissenters, for substituting a command economy for a 
market one, for the destruction of the traditional principles of 
the laws of ownership, for the misuse of education, training, 
science and culture for political and ideological goals, for the 
reckless destruction of nature...[Therefore] the regime based 
on Communist ideology...was criminal, illegitimate and deserves 
condemnation. ! 


In his memoirs the famous Czech author, Ivan Klima, who suffered 
under both Nazism and communism, concurred with this judgement, 
calling the communist movement ‘a criminal conspiracy against 
democracy' ? It is a view officially expounded by the Institute for the 
Study of Totalitarian Regimes, a Czech government funded organisa- 
tion that is expressly concerned with impugning the communist past. 
Indeed, at an extraordinary congress in December 1989, chastened 
KSC leaders had themselves remorsefully spoken of the party’s ‘unjus- 
tified repressions’ and ‘faults, mistakes and deformations against 
humanity and democracy'.* Given this ostensibly genuine, though 
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limited, mea culpa, should historians dare to infer that these damn- 
ing assessments do not fully encapsulate the 41-year-old experience of 
Czechoslovak communist rule? 


Communist Czechoslovakia: A Balance Sheet 


Still today, many Czechs and Slovaks (and other Central and East 
Europeans) would no doubt endorse the idea that their country had 
endured four decades of illegal totalitarian misrule, state-sponsored 
violence and socio-economic, cultural, moral and ecological devasta- 
tion. And as we have seen throughout this book on many counts they 
are quite right to do so. The Czechoslovak communist regime was 
vindictive, hypocritical, arrogant, wasteful, corrupt, nepotistic, incom- 
petent and either massively or selectively repressive, in its Stalinist guise 
claiming hundreds of lives. Even if we accept that Cold War conflicts 
and domestic tensions impacted on the state’s reactive backlash against 
‘the enemy within’, it is undeniable that hundreds of thousands of 
citizens suffered in ways short of the ultimate sanction in an indefen- 
sible assault on civil society. Politically, communism was, in essence, 
an undemocratic and increasingly spiritually bankrupt system. Socio- 
economically, in comparison to affluent capitalist states, it largely failed 
to satisfy the material and consumer demands of its citizens, sometimes 
at a basic level.‘ Too often party leaders appealed to the baser instincts 
of human nature, pitting sections of society against each other. Too 
often they lay supine before their Kremlin masters, almost slavishly fol- 
lowing the Soviet model, unable or unwilling to defend national inter- 
ests. Too often their sanctimonious ideological goals or crass power 
lust determined their policy decisions, clouding independent rational 
judgement. The negative balance sheet is plentiful and perhaps we 
should simply agree with the parliamentarians and dump the ‘forty lost 
years’ in Czechoslovakia into the dustbin of history.” 

However, a key task of the historian is to challenge popular 
stereotypes and complicate received wisdom. As such, it seems to me 
that there are several important shortcomings and oversights with the 
dominant 'anti-communist' paradigm perpetuated by sections of the 
media and nota few rightist politicians. First, it is unidimensional and 
unduly restrictive in its fixation with history ‘from above’ and state 
repression. The lived experiences of Czechoslovak citizens under 
communism were far more complex, diverse and dynamic than this 
interpretation would have it, and these micro-trajectories need to be 
strictly contextualised and historicised. For example, many of the 
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grandfathers and grandmothers of those young Czech and Slovak 
‘revolutionaries’ who gleefully overthrew the despised ‘dinosaurs’ in 
November 1989 voted communist in the free elections of May 1946 
and their fathers and mothers enthusiastically approved Dubéek’s 
‘socialism with a human face’ in 1968. Moreover, the ‘criminal con- 
spiracy’ view draws too sharp a binary dividing line between the evil 
‘them’ — the minoritarian communists and their few fellow travellers — 
and the benign ‘us’ — the mass of downtrodden, suppressed and 
powerless citizens. It is as if ‘the party’ was composed solely of mega- 
lomaniac ‘totalitarian’ leaders who at all times ‘imposed’ their views 
on an atomised society and never interacted with it; as if the latter 
never influenced the policy makers; as if Czechs and Slovaks actively, 
consistently and ‘inevitably’ opposed the authorities, or at least pas- 
sively rejected their socialist principles. 

Evidence I have presented in this volume suggests this was not 
always the case. Most citizens learnt to ‘live’ the system, adapt to its 
strictures, and negotiate or subvert some of its harsher features. What 
is more, they interacted with municipal and local party-state authori- 
ties, and some, perhaps many, identified with certain official values 
and even benefitted from state policies in various ways. In short, 
as I surmised in Chapter 4 they took up a stance of ‘critical loyalty’ 
towards the party and its guiding ideology. Essentially, this is a posi- 
tion adopted by historians of other Soviet-style state socialist systems. 
For example, Corey Ross in his fascinating exploration of the East 
German dictatorship has convincingly argued that: 


although the SED [communist] regime managed to abolish 
the autonomy of social organizations, its representatives at the 
grass-roots...nonetheless depended on a degree of popular 
cooperation in order to carry out orders from above...Coercion 
and indoctrination alone were hardly suitable for encouraging 
people to become an honorary union representative, a member 
of an arbitration committee, a police assistant or a National Front 
local representative... Thus ordinary people played a part in the 
construction of East German socialism, and indeed one that was 
more than merely reactive [and they] could frequently use the 
structures at hand in their own interests, adapting and changing 
them in the process.’ 


This was, to be sure, a decidedly asymmetrical power relationship, 
but one that scholars of the state-society nexus under communism 
ignore at their peril. 
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Second, in my understanding communism was a project “in the 
making’; it did not emerge ready made from a blueprint whose six 
points could be ticked off by party leaders.” Day-to-day policies had to 
be forged and reforged, were generally the result of intense debate 
and disagreement among powerful vested interests and routinely 
suffered from unforeseen outcomes. Like all politicians, communist 
bosses, no matter their intentions, could not regulate everything in 
their domains and were subject to external pressures and constraints. 
This is not to say that Gottwald and Husak were ‘just like’ Clement 
Attlee and Tony Blair. They were clearly not democratic parliamentar- 
ians who must assiduously court public opinion, but neither were they 
omnipotent, omnipresent or omniscient. And even less so were their 
numerous bureaucratic subordinates in the mushrooming ministries 
and offices. Neither were party apparatchiks entirely divorced from 
society and its fluctuating and diverse political and social currents. 
Put in colloquial terms, the KSC was composed of concrete fallible 
human beings, who at the lower and shop-floor layers were part and 
parcel of Czechoslovak society, its structures and networks, but who 
at the higher levels tended to scrabble around pretending to be in 
control over processes that were often beyond them. And, signifi- 
cantly, there evolved a debilitating division between the apparat and 
rank-and-file party members, meaning that in an important sense the 
communist party was never a single homogeneous body based on 
‘iron’ Leninist discipline. Indeed, by the late 1980s distinct signs of 
internal implosion had become apparent.? 

Third, communist Czechoslovakia, at least in the 1960s, can claim to 
have given birth to two ideological and cultural phenomena of global 
significance: ‘socialism with a human face’ and the ‘New Wave’. The 
former represented an ambitious attempt to ‘make the communist 
project more resonant with rapidly modernizing societies’. In its 
quest to marry democracy and socialism, which in the context of Cold 
War Europe was an extremely arduous task, it inspired a generation 
of leftists and ‘Euro-communists’ to seek an alternative path to 
modernity between capitalist democracy and Moscow-style social- 
ism. More relevant, it informed Gorbachev’s reformist glasnost and 
perestroika in the 1980s, which transformed Soviet politics and inter 
national relations and in the process made the world a safer place." 
As for culture, in comparison to the rather torpid state of literary and 
artistic production in today’s Czech and Slovak republics, the ‘New 
Wave’ of the mid-1960s, the technical and design artefacts on display 
at the Brussels World Fair in 1958 and even some of the works of 
the normalisation period of the 1970s and 1980s demonstrated that 
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creativity, innovation and experimentation, gualities rarely associated 
with communist polities, were not entirely anathema to the party-state 
guardians of culture. The avant-garde films of the mid-to-late 1960s, 
in particular, continue to influence world cinematography, but more 
than this the art of Czechoslovakia and other East European com- 
munist states offered ‘new testimony about mankind’ and the human 
spirit beyond the pillorying of ‘this or that political regime'.!! 

Fourth, communism in Czechoslovakia, as elsewhere, cannot 
be dismissed as a ‘preordained failure’. As Pavel Kolář has rightly 
recommended, ‘we [should] give up the conception of Eastern 
European communism as a “deviation” from an ultimately trium- 
phant direction of historical development... [because it] was not an 
aberration from “modernity” but a different form of *modernity"'.? 
If we shift our gaze away from state coercion, anti-democratic poli- 
tics and gross megalomania, we may come up with slightly different 
perspectives on communism’s historical legacy. For example, did 
it in any way bridge the gap between the ‘advanced’ West and the 
‘backward’ East? Did it in any shape or form create a distinct ‘social- 
ist modernity’? Did communism raise the living, educational and 
cultural standards of hitherto disadvantages sections of the popula- 
tion? Did it achieve social justice in any substantive sense? Did it 
help to modernise Slovakia and thereby forge the foundations of 
a vibrant national identity capable of independent existence after 
1993? Did it emancipate women in any meaningful way? Did it find 
new non-exploitative means of realising human potential? To what 
extent were the notions of egalitarianism, self-sacrifice, collective 
responsibility and the ‘dignity of labour’, which lay at the heart of 
communist ideology, broadly appealing as a moral code of right- 
eous behaviour? I am acutely aware that contemporary Czech com- 
munists often defend the actions of their predecessors along these 
lines and I have no wish to be seen as an apologist for a discredited 
system. Neither, of course, can we answer these difficult questions 
with an unequivocal ‘yes’: the results were patchy at best, reactionary 
at worst, but at all times profoundly contradictory. My contention 
is that analysts, in their rush to revile the political thuggery of the 
Stalinist years and the ‘civilised violence’ of normalisation, should 
not overlook the more positive and inclusive attributes of socialist 
ideology, attributes which genuinely motivated and mobilised large 
numbers of Czechs and Slovaks across the social spectrum, and to 
a limited extent continued to do so right through to the ‘Velvet 
Revolution’ as we saw in the previous chapter. 
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Finally, how can we account for the post- 1989 phenomenon of 
‘ostalgia’ — the hankering for the ‘lost world of communism’? It 
is most applicable to the former GDR, but there is also evidence 
that in the contemporary Czech Republic the popular memory of 
normalisation is one of ‘peaceful’ everyday life free of the threat of 
unemployment, interminable personalised political intrigues and 
crass corruption. There is, then, a certain nostalgia for the state 
socialist order, for the ‘quiet life’, for decent living standards, for 
friendly ‘uncomplicated’ local communities and for extended social 
networks, all of which contrast markedly with the seemingly rampant 
disintegration of social life, rising crime levels and egocentrism char- 
acteristic of the post-1989 period. The same goes for ‘socialist’ popu- 
lar culture. For example, normalisation TV series and pop music are 
still regarded very fondly, particularly by older members of society.” 
All this assuredly does not mean that citizens today want to turn the 
clock back — they don’t. For the younger generation communism is 
but a bizarre curiosity. But, together with the polls of Slovak citizens 
which indicate that a surprisingly high percentage regard the socialist 
years as a time of progress epitomised by federalisation and moderni- 
sation, it does imply that the communist experience for many Czech 
and Slovaks was not totally negative and cannot be simply reduced to 
‘a criminal conspiracy against democracy’. Indeed, as Muriel Blaive 
has controversially suggested: the ‘communist epoch...undoubtedly 
produced more social consensus than it is comfortable to admit'.'“ 

In sum, if my interpretation is anywhere near persuasive the bal- 
ance sheet of Czechoslovak communism is less categorically pejorative 
than is commonly perceived by many contemporary Czech and Slovak 
politicians, journalists, scholars and ‘ordinary’ citizens. Although the 
coercive and interventionist essence of the dictatorship must retain 
centre stage in any general account, this ‘traditionalist’ viewpoint 
needs to be refined by a more complex, differentiated and nuanced 
understanding of the key question of state-society interrelations. 
Indeed, a younger cohort of Czech and Slovak historians is already 
articulating this historiographical and theoretical shift, moving 
beyond the limited and self-fulfilling ‘totalitarian’ perspectives of the 
1990s and early 2000s. It is to be hoped that this process will con- 
tinue and that this book contributes to the on-going debate about 
the history and meaning of communism in Czechoslovakia and, more 
broadly, Eastern Europe. 
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